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BEING A FEMINIST COMMUNITY DURING A 
PANDEMIC: OUR EDITORS’ WELCOME 
JILL SWIENCICKI, ST. JOHN FISHER COLLEGE 
LISA CUNNINGHAM, ST. JOHN FISHER COLLEGE 
MARY E. GRAHAM, SYRACUSE UNIVERSITY 
 
The Seneca Falls Dialogues is a biennial meeting of feminist activists, 
teachers, academics, and students that convenes in Seneca Falls, New 
York, to extend and transform United States’ suffrage history. Of our 
many gatherings, the October 2020 meeting was our most eagerly 
anticipated. The meeting was taking place during the centennial of the 
19th Amendment to the Constitution, which afforded us the space to 
understand and problematize the uneven access to the ballot offered by 
this legislation. Along with this suffrage anniversary, the 2020 Dialogues 
were scheduled in the fall, just after the death of Ruth Bader Ginsburg, 
during a Presidential election season with everything at stake, from 
healthcare to trans rights, to violence against people of color by law 
enforcement and in the broader culture, to the erosion of democratic 
political norms at home and around the world. Amidst these events was a 
time in the Covid-19 pandemic when researchers were developing 
vaccines, but none were approved and available. We experienced a dip in 
infection rates in the region over the summer of 2020 but, come fall, as the 
conference date drew closer, infections began to climb again, along with 
new variants. 
 As the meeting date drew near, those of us planning the gathering 
asked: what does it mean to be a feminist community during a pandemic? 
As the pandemic impacted our financial resources, our access to childcare, 
and our health and wellness, we deliberated about the pragmatic, material 
conditions involved in an in-person gathering. Conference co-chairs Bek 
Orr, Christina Lee, and Morag Martin offered the planning group the 
options of cancelling, postponing, or hosting a virtual Dialogues. We chose 
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to gather on Zoom and started thinking in earnest about what the 
Dialogues could become in a digital space.  
 Our co-chairs Orr, Lee, and Martin were imaginative, dedicated, and 
focused on inclusion. We are deeply grateful for their leadership. We 
gathered on Zoom while traveling in our cars, or sitting on our living room 
couches, or at our desks and kitchen tables. We connected. We enjoyed live 
music, inspiring speeches, and most of all, lively conversation. Sometimes 
that dialogue happened in the “chat” feature, and more often we talked 
across the squares and boxes on our screens, sometimes breaking into a 
chorus of “unmute yourself!” and other times appreciating each others’ 
pets as they wandered across screens. Sometimes we moved conversations 
into text threads and emails when our time ran out. As we held a space for 
our voices and visions, it was a different, dispersed, distributed, and more 
diverse gathering than ever.  
 Welcome to volume 4, the pandemic issue of The Seneca Falls 
Dialogues Journal, where a selection of participants from our 2020 
gathering have transformed their conference offerings into articles for 
posterity, ones that aim to keep the dialogue going and widen the sphere 
of feminist inquiry.  
 The issue begins with a reflection and farewell from our founding 
editors, Deborah Uman and Barbara LeSavoy. They offer us a history of 
the journal, and a compelling history of The Seneca Falls Dialogues. Uman 
and LeSavoy argue that academic journals and their editors have a long 
tradition of acting as “gatekeepers of knowledge; the diversity of editorial 
boards has not kept pace with the increase of women and people of color 
in many academic disciplines.” Their goal for The Seneca Falls Dialogues 
Journal was the opposite: “to develop an editorial practice that embraced 
Sara Ahmed’s definition of feminism as ‘how we pick each other up’ (1).”1 
Their purpose was clear: “we wanted to open the gates, promote diverse 
views, and welcome all voices—emerging and established, and everything 
in between.” Uman and LeSavoy show how, “with each iteration of the 
Dialogues and the journal, we hoped to reflect the changing landscape of 
feminism, and particularly its embrace of intersectionality . . . For 
 
1 Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, Duke University Press, 2017, pg. 1.  
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Crenshaw, the intersectional lens ‘refuses to erase’ people’s complex lived 
experiences.”  
 We are committed to upholding the guideposts set by our founding 
editors. To edit as a practice of picking each other up involves 
acknowledging and then bridging barriers to access–access to the time, 
resources, and material conditions of publication. Picking each other up 
also involves acknowledging what has knocked us down, publishing 
perspectives that analyze and work to eradicate systemic barriers to 
equity, justice, rights, and coalitions, and imagine and enact different 
relations.  
 Toward this end, this issue features the activist traditions and 
methods of women of color as we endeavor to agitate for change and work 
across differences. Dulce María Gray, Denise A. Harrison, and Yoku 
Kurahashi reflect on suffrage history from Latina, Black, and Japanese 
perspectives, capturing a global suffrage history absent from most U.S. 
conversations. Alison Parker, Valeria Sinclair-Chapman, and Naomi R. 
Williams offer excerpts from their Dialogue on Black women’s 
intersectional politics and activism. Their article presents a historical 
perspective on contemporary Black women’s voting and labor rights 
activism, discussing “why and how previously marginalized groups have 
struggled to gain inclusion in the American political system, and how the 
efforts of Black women have shaped and prodded efforts to build a more 
democratic nation.” Ionah M. Elaine Scully transformed her Dialogue 
about the power relations that arise in collaborations across activist 
organizations. In her article, Scully draws on indigenous epistemologies to 
develop a method for creating “communities of care” in coalitional 
endeavors. As a decolonial offering, Scully examines the forced “ruptures 
in our relations to one another” and outlines one of her attempts to create 
an antiracist, feminist coalition premised on “survivance.” 
 This second half of the issue features feminist analysis of women 
working within sexist institutions to critique and transform them. Arien 
Rozelle described Susan B. Anthony’s arrests at the polls, arguing that 
public relations, while often a tool used by the privileged to maintain the 
status quo, was used effectively by Anthony in activist work for social 
change. The work of Melanie Kelly, Colby A. Murphy, and Mary E. 
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Graham critiques the sexually exploitative treatment of National Football 
League (NFL) cheerleaders by their employers. They point out that some 
women, like NFL cheerleaders, may be overlooked by conventional White 
feminist advocacy. Kelly et al. observe, “The overlapping #MeToo and 
Black Lives Matter Movements have exponentially increased the 
reputational stakes of NFL teams’ choices regarding cheerleader 
entertainment and their treatment of women cheerleaders.” Angela Clark-
Taylor, Emily Creamer, Barbara LeSavoy, and Catherine Cerulli examine 
the role of a campus women’s center: how it informs campus and 
community understanding of feminism, and its impact on the lives of those 
who utilize it. Their work contributes to the growing research on women 
centers in higher education, focusing on “intergenerational community 
perceptions of feminism and the role of feminism in informing women 
center practices.”  
 Volume 4 of the Seneca Falls Dialogues Journal was made possible by the 
time and expertise of our outside reviewers. Faculty from across the region 
read and evaluated all our submissions, making our peer-review process robust 
and allowing us to provide detailed, careful feedback to authors. We are also 
grateful for the generosity of artist Brittany Williams, whose mural art 
provided the aesthetic, thematic inspiration for our 2020 Dialogues, as well as 
our current volume of the journal. Williams' Wall\Therapy mural can be found 
on Joseph Street in Rochester.  
 We have found a new digital home for The Seneca Falls Dialogues 
Journal. The journal has moved from its location at SUNY Brockport to 
the Fisher Digital Publications location at St. John Fisher College. Fisher 
is our digital home, and Pat Maxwell has agreed to stay on as managing 
editor, a position she has held since the journal’s founding. It is this 
delicate combination of sponsorship–Fisher's platform hosting, and Pat 
Maxwell's keen editorial management, knowledge, and skill–that will 
allow the journal to persist and thrive. We are deeply grateful for this 
compact of support. 
 Our next issue of the journal will invite submissions that reflect on the 
places of feminist work in our region, past and present. Feminists gather 
to share knowledge, examine problems, and develop resiliency, creativity, 
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and durable structural change. We do this in the face of entrenched power 
imbalances within feminism in the areas of race, class, age, ability, 
political, and sexual difference. How do our gatherings reinforce or repair 
the historic betrayals within feminist movements?  The editors seek 
contributors to reflect on the questions of where feminists should gather 
now, how we acknowledge and eradicate fraught coalitional relations, and 
why place matters. Please look for our call for submissions, coming in May 
2022. We are seeking short position papers (500 words), article-length 
arguments, and multi-modal, creative work that engages questions like: 
What is the political, cultural, and symbolic weight of where feminists 
choose to gather? What criteria should be adopted for where feminists 
gather to share research, experience, and ideas in the coming years? What 
are the features that might make up a “politics of place” for future feminist 
gatherings (particularly in western New York, or elsewhere of relevance 
to our regional focus), one that does not erase the tensions within feminist 
history in the U.S., and one that contributes to a just, inclusive, and 
intersectional feminist community building? What is feminist place-
making in the 21st century? 
 
Editors 
Jill Swiencicki, PhD 
Lisa Cunningham, PhD 
Mary E. Graham, PhD 
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CREATING SENECA FALLS DIALOGUES JOURNAL 
DEBORAH UMAN, WEBER STATE UNIVERSITY 
BARBARA LESAVOY, SUNY BROCKPORT 
 
he Seneca Falls Dialogues, which began in 2008, is a biannual 
conference designed to reinvigorate the location of the first 
women’s rights conventions as a site of feminist activism and 
intellectual exchange.  The organizing committee consists of a coalition of 
academics, activists, and professionals dedicated to principles of equality, 
education, and inclusion.  In 2013 members of this committee gathered in 
the Elizabeth Perkins Mansion, home of the Greater Rochester Area 
Branch of the American Association of University Women.1  Our goals 
were to review our 2012 Dialogues and start preparing for 2014.  Sharing 
snacks and lively conversation, we sat around a large wooden table, feeling 
energized by the success of the previous fall’s Dialogues, which focused on 
the “Politics of Leadership and Civil Rights.”  This 2012 conference 
featured student and faculty-led conversations on topics such as gendered 
leadership, third wave feminism, and the use of silence in feminist 
activism.  The conference program included a thoughtful keynote by 
historian Nancy Hewitt, a screening of Leah Shafer’s interactive film, 
“Sentiments & Usurpations,” in which previous Dialogue attendees recited 
lines from Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s 1848 Declaration of Sentiments, and 
stories from three 1960s Student for Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
 
1  Named, “The Elizabeth Perkins Mansion,” c. 1906, this spacious home was 
built as a wedding gift to Elizabeth from her parents in her 1902 marriage to 
Erickson Perkins. When Elizabeth became a widow in 1940, she gifted the 
residence and its stewardship to the Greater Rochester Area Branch (GRAB) of 
the American Association of University Women (AAUW). One distinctive feature 
to the Elizabeth Perkins Mansion and its GRAB AAUW partnership is its 
exclusive women-only ownership.    
 
T 
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(SNCC) participants, Judy Richardson, Betty Garman Robinson, and 
Dorothy M. Zellner. 
Brockport student Tuesday Obourn, who attended the 2012 
Dialogues and was a member of the committee, led an initiative to start a 
journal as a way to archive the knowledge imparted at each biennial 
conference, and in doing so, to expand the reach of the Dialogues beyond 
the conference weekend. Based on their experience creating Dissenting 
Voices in Barb LeSavoy’s Women and Gender Studies senior capstone, 
Tuesday discussed how a journal could offer Dialogue participants an 
opportunity to reflect on their presentations and refine their ideas.  A 
lively discussion followed, addressing what our goals might be for such a 
publication, whether it should be a peer-reviewed scholarly journal, and 
how we might arrange publication logistics.  While we didn’t immediately 
resolve every question, we agreed that such an enterprise was worth 
pursuing and that the goal of the journal was to focus on access and 
inclusion to be achieved by supporting and amplifying emerging voices and 
perspectives.   We (Deborah and Barb) volunteered to serve as founding 
editors and we would publish the journal through the Digital Commons 
Institutional Repository housed at SUNY Brockport and managed by 
Information Technology Project Manager, Pat Maxwell. Tuesday, who was 
about to graduate but who had championed the journal conception, agreed 
to serve as an editorial assistant. 
The 2014 Dialogues began with new energy.  We highlighted the 
journal repeatedly over the conference weekend so participants could 
think about how they might transform their dialogues into a written 
format and everyone seemed excited about the possibility.  We answered 
many questions and stressed that the submissions could be collaborative 
and experimental, just as the Dialogues were.  Again, the 2014 Dialogues 
were spirited and thoughtful and the topic of ecofeminism gave us all a 
sense of urgency as we were inspired by keynote speaker and Eco-Warrior, 
Tanya Fields, who deploys urban farming in the south Bronx to tackle 
social, racial, and economic justice goals.  Following the Dialogues, we 
contacted presenters and audience members alike, encouraging them to 
submit materials for publications.  We had an encouraging response, 
including a number of submissions that included student co-authors.  Barb 
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and Deborah assembled a group of colleagues to serve as reviewers and 
talked with them about how we could realize our goal of inclusion. 
Academic journals and their editors have long been understood as 
“gatekeepers of knowledge;” the diversity of editorial boards has not kept 
pace with the increase of women and people of color in many academic 
disciplines.  As Mary K. Feeney, Lisa Carson and Helen Dickinson explain, 
this lack of diversity “inhibits knowledge creation,” exacerbates bias and 
conveys to many submitters that their works are not welcome (46).2 Our 
goal was the opposite—we wanted to develop an editorial practice that 
embraced Sara Ahmed’s definition of feminism as “how we pick each other 
up” (1).3  We wanted to open the gates, promote diverse views and welcome 
all voices—emerging and established, and everything in between.  One 
concrete way to achieve this was not to reject any submissions outright – 
if a submission had significant shortcomings, we would send the author(s) 
a revise and resubmit recommendation along with detailed suggestions for 
revision.  Barb and Deborah reached out to authors receiving this 
recommendation and offered assistance for the revision process.  Because 
of the digital platform for the journal, we also were not limited to print 
submissions and were able to include a link to Leah Shafer’s documentary 
in the journal.   
A year after the October 2014 Dialogues, the first volume of the 
Seneca Falls Dialogues Journal was ready for prime time.  In addition to 
the documentary, it featured seven essays and twenty-one authors.  Our 
authors were college professors and staff and graduate and undergraduate 
students.  Topics included confronting student resistance to ecofeminism, 
the impact of toxins on consumer products, and the roles of nature and 
technology in the anime film Princess Mononoke (which remains our most 
frequently downloaded essay).  To celebrate the launch of our inaugural 
issue, we held a celebratory luncheon, bringing our organizing committee 
 
2 “Power in Editorial Positions: A Feminist Critique in Public Administration,” 
Public Administration Review, vol. 79, iss. 1, pp. 46-55.  For another discussion 
of the challenges of feminist journal editing, see Emma Bell, Susan Meriläinen, 
Scott Taylor and Janne Tienari, “Time’s up! Feminist theory and activism meets 
organization studies,” human relations, vol. 72, iss. 1, pp. 4-22. 
3  Living a Feminist Life, Duke University Press, 2017. 
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and editors, journal contributors, and college administrators together in 
the carriage house just behind the Susan B. Anthony Museum & House.  
At the luncheon, we introduced and distributed print versions of the 
journal, which everyone admired.  The excitement about the journal also 
fueled enthusiasm for the Dialogues and led to promises of student 
scholarships and institutional support.   
Future Dialogues led to modifications and improvements of the 
journal.  The performance of the University of Rochester Women’s Choir 
in 2014 was so moving that a group of us interviewed the conductor, Philip 
Silvey, and incorporated ideas from this conversation about his inclusive 
approach to choral conducting and composition into volume 2 of the 
journal’s introduction. We followed this practice for volume 3, interviewing 
Tokeya Graham, Reenah Oshun Golden, Selena Felming, Lu Highsmith 
and Kristen Gentry—the members of We All Write—about their 2016 
stirring performance in the Wesleyan Chapel, in which they transformed 
an iconic space by giving voice to women who were excluded from the 
women’s rights convention held in the same spot in 1848.  We also used 
our covers to highlight aspects of the Dialogues—displaying historical and 
contemporary photographs of women workers shared with us by 2016 
keynote speaker and artist Brenda Kenneally for volume 2, and a mural 
image of 2018 keynote speaker KaeLyn Rich for volume 3 that is part of 
the Her Voice Carries art project led by Sarah C. Rutherford.  A version of 
Kaelyn’s powerful talk on activism and the possibility of affecting change 
is also included in volume 3 of the journal.  Behind the scenes we strived 
to improve the editorial processes, holding virtual training sessions with 
the review board to insure more consistency in our author feedback and to 
review our goals of inclusion and support for young and emerging writers.  
With each iteration of the Dialogues and the journal, we hoped to reflect 
the changing landscape of feminism, and particularly its embrace of 
intersectionality.  Twenty-eight years after coining the term, Kimberle 
Crenshaw described intersectionality “as a lens through which you can see 
where power comes and collides, where it interlocks and intersects.” For 
Crenshaw, the intersectional lens “refuses to erase” people’s complex lived 
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experiences.4  As feminist editors, we too work against erasure, striving to 
create a platform of equity and inclusion.  
After six years of productive collaboration, Barb and Deborah 
somewhat reluctantly realized that it was time to hand over the editorial 
reins to other members of the SFD team.  We are reluctant, only because 
we have so enjoyed working together and with our colleagues on a project 
about which we feel proud.  As we reflect upon our editorial journey, it is 
especially meaningful to glance back at three extraordinary volumes, each 
published in the spirit of the journal’s founding principles of feminist 
agency and voice.  We both look forward to supporting the journal as 
members of the editorial board and are excited to see what our talented 
friends and colleagues, Mary, Lisa, and Jill will do with the next iterations 
of the Seneca Falls Dialogues Journal.   
 
 
4 “Kimberlé Crenshaw on Intersectionality, More than Two Decades Later,” 
Columbia Law School. 8 June 2017. 
https://www.law.columbia.edu/news/archive/kimberle-crenshaw-
intersectionality-more-two-decades-later. Accessed 10 June 2021. 
 




THREE WOMEN OF COLOR TELL THEIR STORIES 
 
DULCE MARÍA GRAY, WEST VALLEY COLLEGE 
DENISE A. HARRISON, KENT STATE UNIVERSITY 
YUKO KURAHASHI, KENT STATE UNIVERSITY 
 
This essay is an amplified version of the presentation we made at the 7th 
Biennial Seneca Falls Dialogues. Our aim is to story back into the world 
our first experiences and motivations for investing in suffrage and 
democratic activism. We are three American professors of disciplines in the 
humanities, who for decades have taught and lived across the United 
States and have traveled the world. Yuko Kurahashi’s essay tells the story 
of how Raichō Hiratsuka and Fusae Ichikawa, Japanese activists in their 
suffrage and peace movements, helped shape her personal and professional 
life. Denise Harrison talks about the first wave of Black suffragists, the 
precursors of today’s powerful Black women activists who inspire her. 
Dulce María discusses how Latina writers and activists modeled personal 
political power and activism and helped her define her hybrid identity. By 
presenting our stories, we want to highlight issues that most women of color 
address: We hope that this essay fosters deep thinking about how each of us 
can harness and multiply the power of our life circumstances to engage in 
activist work for social justice. We want to speak our truths in the hope that 
other people, including young women of color, begin to examine how they 
can use their own stories and identities to help empower the 
disenfranchised and impoverished, and thereby to question the past, 
disrupt the present, and contribute to building a more equitable future.1 
  
 
1 We want to thank Susan G. Larkin for her support with all things technical 
and her excellent facilitation. 




ur aim in this essay is to story back into the world our first 
experiences and motivations for investing in suffrage and 
democratic activism. We are three American professors of 
disciplines in the humanities, who for decades have taught and lived 
across the United States and have travelled the world. We are friends. 
Yuko Kurahashi and Denise A. Harrison met at Kent State University, 
where they both teach. Yuko and Dulce María Gray have known each 
other for 35 years, since they were in their graduate programs at Indiana 
University. To mark the centennial of the 19th amendment, Denise, a 
fourteenth-generation Black American activist, and Yuko, an immigrant 
from Japan, envisioned gathering a small group of multiracial activists 
who could speak about the women who inspired them to fight for women’s 
rights. They invited Dulce María, an immigrant who arrived in New York 
City early in childhood. We asked Susan Larkin (Yuko and Dulce María’s 
friend from graduate school, a Caucasian former college professor who now 
works as a staunch advocate for people with disabilities) to support us with 
the technical parts of Zooming our presentation at the Dialogues. And 
there we were: a transnational, multiracial, multiethnic, and 
multicultural group of professional women who worked closely for many 
weeks.  
 Our presentation at the 7th Biennial Dialogues on 24 October 2020 
happened at the height of political anxiety in the United States, right 
before the contentious and much awaited presidential election. During the 
previous four years, the Trump administration had been engaged in 
boldfaced attempts to suppress votes, particularly those of Black and 
Brown people, and like many others, we labored to protect our right to 
vote. Speaking at the Seneca Falls Dialogues was one of our attempts to 
make a difference. The theme of the Dialogues, “Questioning the Past, 
Disrupting the Present, Building the Future,” inspired us to lead an 
exchange of ideas that could foster insights and new determination for 
working pointedly toward creating a more perfect Union. We aimed to offer 
our experiences in becoming politically conscious in order to affirm to our 
audience how and why individual efforts can impact all of us. Yuko wanted 
O 
THE SENECA FALLS DIALOGUES JOURNAL, v. 4 (2021) 12
 
 
to tell the story of how Raichō Hiratsuka and Fusae Ichikawa, Japanese 
activists in their suffrage and peace movements, helped shape her 
personal and professional life. Denise wanted to talk about the first wave 
of Black suffragists, the precursors of today’s powerful Black women 
activists who inspire her. Dulce María wanted to discuss how Latina 
writers and activists modeled personal political power and activism and 
helped her to define her hybrid identity as Latina American. This essay is 
an amplified version of that presentation.  
 In presenting our stories, we aimed to highlight issues that most 
women of color address: How do we respond when encountering sexism 
from “allies” who claim to be committed to social justice? How can we best 
acknowledge and learn from Black and Brown feminist and suffrage 
movements? How do we recover the negated and elided stories of Black 
and Brown women activists? What can each of us do on a daily basis to 
help enfranchise people of color? What can we do to support contemporary 
voting rights activists like Aimee Allison (the creator of She the People, a 
national network that helps to empower women of color and to shape 
politics), Sayu Bhojwani (the founder of New American Leaders, an 
organization that trains immigrant women to run for office), and Voto 
Latino (a non-profit organization co-founded by actor and activist Rosario 
Dawson) whose purpose is to register voters and to guide them in becoming 
more politically involved. We hope that this essay fosters deep thinking 
about how each of us can harness and multiply the power of our life 
circumstances to engage in activist work for social justice. We want to 
speak our truths in hope that other people, including young women of 
color, begin to examine how they can use their own stories and identities 
to help empower the disenfranchised and impoverished, and thereby to 
question the past, disrupt the present, and contribute to building a more 
equitable future. 
YUKO’S STORY: JAPANESE SUFFRAGISTS IN THE TIMES OF POLITICAL AGGRESSION 
My interest in Japanese suffragists came from my discovery of American 
suffragists during various visits to the Seneca Falls, New York area 
beginning in 2014. That year, Denise invited me to join her group trip to 
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Seneca Falls. Our bus took us—a couple of community people, faculty 
members, and several students—to Fort Hill Cemetery, the Harriet 
Tubman House in Auburn, the Women’s Rights National Historical Park, 
the First Presbyterian Church of Seneca Falls, the Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton House, the 1816 Farmington Quaker Meeting House, the Susan 
B. Anthony House, Mount Hope Cemetery, and the Office of New 
Americans in Syracuse. Our trip resulted in a variety of collaborations. 
 These multiple trips and collaborations led me to question myself: 
“Why don’t I know about Japanese suffragists?” In 1987 I arrived, as a 
graduate student, at Indiana University in Bloomington. While pursuing 
my M.A. and then Ph.D. degrees in theatre history, a demanding academic 
schedule and an English-only climate prompted me to focus on European 
and American theatre and sociocultural issues, while making myself 
detached from people and events in the place I was born and raised. But 
in 2019, while on a trip to Tokyo, I attended a theatre performance of Ai 
Nagai’s play called We Don’t Know Anything, which is about Japanese 
women struggling for gender equity. Combined with my experiences at 
Seneca Falls, this play pushed me to learn about Japanese suffragists. 
This play, written and directed by Ai Nagai, portrays women, including 
Raichō Hiratsuka, who founded a group named “Seitō” (“Bluestockings” in 
translation) and a publication with the same name. As I began to research 
Japanese suffragists, I realized that I knew more about them than I 
thought and that I wanted to learn more. The following is a brief historical 
and personal account of my growing awareness of major Japanese 
suffragists and their impacts on my developing identity as an activist.  
 The 1853 arrival in Hiraga of “black ships’” and Commodore Matthew 
C. Perry (1794–1858), an American naval officer and diplomat, resulted in 
“trading concessions in Japanese ports” that put an end to the trading 
monopoly held by the Dutch and opened doors to Japan trading with other 
countries such as Britain and Russia (Craik 25). In this new era called 
“Meiji,” in 1868 Japan began its modernization with its new constitution 
modeled after Western countries. Western ideas, including enlightenment, 
evolution, individualism, and liberation, were brought back by Japanese 
delegates who traveled to Europe and the United States. Japan thrived 
and built a strong military government. However, this progress also 
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brought decades of Japanese colonialism and imperialism, as is evident in 
Japan’s invasions of other Asian countries from the early twentieth 
century through 1945. Along with the introduction of progressive ideas to 
some sections of the population, Japan’s patriarchal system (rooted in a 
strong tradition of Confucianism) continued to control every aspect of 
citizens’ lives. Women were supposed to become “good wives and wise 
mothers,” while men were expected to adopt “western looks, thought, and 
statesmanship” (Lowy 367). Article 5 of the Police Security Regulations of 
1890 prohibited women from organizing political associations, joining a 
political group, or attending a political meeting (Lowy 367). The Civil Code 
of 1898 allowed men to treat “married women the same as minors” (Sievers 
111). Nonetheless, Japan’s “Westernization” (propelled by the import of 
new information, ideas, and concepts about humans and humanity) 
influenced many Japanese feminist thinkers and activists.  
 Early women activists include Suga(ko) Kanno (1881-1911), Toshiko 
Kishida (1863-1901), and Hideko Fukuda (1865-1927). Suga(ko) Kanno, a 
vocal women’s rights advocate, embraced socialism (and then anarchism). 
Because of her association with some who plotted the assassination of the 
Meiji Emperor—the High Treason Incident in 1910—she was tried, 
sentenced to death, and hanged in 1911. Toshiko Kishida, who began as a 
lady-in-waiting to Empress Haruko, the consort of Emperor Meiji, became 
a public speaker who advocated for women’s rights in the marriage system 
and for women’s access to education. Hideko Fukuda joined the women’s 
rights movement after hearing Toshiko Kishida in 1882. Hideko Fukuda 
opened a school for girls and women in 1883. Later she became a 
contributor to Raichō Hiratsuka’s journal titled Seitō (“Hideko Fukuda”). 
Each of them had particular interests but their common focus was on a 
variety of important issues, including equal rights for men and women, 
social reformation, women’s rights for the sake of “strengthening the 
nation,” “women’s need for self-fulfillment” (Molony, “The State and 
Women” 31). They also advocated for women’s demand for freedom from 
patriarchal restrictions (“Kanno Suga”).  
 Raichō Hiratsuka was the daughter of a high-ranking civil servant; she 
studied at the Tokyo Women’s Higher Normal School and, beginning in 
1903, at Japan Women’s College. During her years in high school, she 
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became interested in advocating for women’s freedom, women’s right to 
achieve higher education, and the equality of men and women. At that 
time, as she reports, Raichō Hiratsuka became an avid reader of both 
Japanese and world literature. At Japan Women’s College, she learned 
how to become an independent original thinker, auditing many courses in 
the humanities, though her major was home economics. After graduating 
from Japan Women’s College, Raichō Hiratsuka continued to study, 
attending private lessons and classes taught by famous literary scholars 
and writers.  
 That experience influenced the nature of the group she and a group of 
women founded in 1911. Raichō Hiratsuka’s group centered their activities 
on the publication of a feminist journal called Seitō (Bluestocking), which 
was named after the mid-eighteenth-century Blue Stockings Society in 
England. The suggestion for the name came from Chōkō Ikuta, one of the 
teachers with whom Raichō Hiratsuka continued to study after graduating 
from Japan Women’s College. Raichō Hiratsuka then read an article about 
Elizabeth Montagu and her friends at their London salon and was 
impressed with their courage to behave in a novel manner. Raichō 
Hiratsuka wrote, in her memoir, that “by calling our journal “Seitō” 
(“Bluestocking”) “we would be throwing down the gauntlet, so to speak” 
(Hiratsuka 145). Interestingly, “sei” means blue, but the Chinese 
character for “tō” does not mean “stockings”; it means “stomping.” So, for 
the Japanese, the name of this group and their journal is “Stomping with 
blue (stockings).”  
 Raichō Hiratsuka was influenced by Ellen Key (1849-1926), a Swedish 
writer and feminist. Key’s book, Love and Marriage, was translated into 
Japanese in 1913 (an important event for the transnational spread of 
ideas); she was intrigued by Key’s advocacy for “increased women’s 
educational and career opportunities, political participation, legal status, 
respect within the family, and freedom of choice” (Lowy 362). She chose a 
slogan for her group: “In the beginning, woman was the sun,” referring to 
Amaterasu no Omikami, the sun-goddess in Japanese legend. In the first 
volume of Seitō, Raichō Hiratsuka wrote: “When Japan was born, woman 
was the sun, the true human being. Now she is the moon! She lives in the 
light of another star. She is the moon, with a pale face like that of a sickly 
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moon” (Reich and Fukuda 287). Raichō Hiratsuka’s focus was on the 
harmony between love and marriage, and on the eradication of societal 
restrictions on women’s roles as wives and mothers. She did not support 
women’s suffrage at the beginning of her career as the leader of the 
Bluestocking feminist group until later when she understood the basis of 
human rights and democracy in women’s suffrage.  
 Women activists like Raichō Hiratsuka who sought ways to improve 
their public and private lives were often called “New Women”; their 
focuses varied and had no “general agreement on issues, approaches, or 
tactics” (Lowy 363). Fusae Ichikawa was one of those women. She was born 
in a farming village in Aichi prefecture and began her career as a 
schoolteacher and then as a journalist in Nagoya. After moving to Tokyo 
in 1918, together with Raichō Hiratsuka and Oku Mumeo, Fusae Ichikawa 
founded the New Woman’s Association (Shin Fujin Kyōkai, NWA) 
(Molony, “From ‘Mothers of Humanity’” 11). Their activism grew in this 
post-World War I period of “the new national leadership” and “greater 
individual freedom and democracy” with a commoner premier and a party 
cabinet (Vavich 410). In 1924, Fusae Ichikawa founded the League for 
Women’s Suffrage. An outspoken advocate of gender equality, Fusae 
Ichikawa asserted the importance of women’s political participation. To 
gain support from her conservative foes, she strategically declared that 
political participation would enable women to “fulfill their work as women” 
(Garon 34). 
 Bills for women’s suffrage were passed in the Lower House in 1930 and 
1931 but failed to pass in the House of Peers (“Feminism”). Fusae 
Ichikawa continued to work for what she believed: only women could 
achieve peace and harmony. In “Women Suffrage and International 
Peace,” published in 1931, she argued that women’s participation in 
politics through voting rights was the key to world peace. Yet at the same 
time, nearly all leading women’s groups rallied behind Japan’s growing 
militarism and aggressive invasion and colonization of neighboring 
countries—as exemplified in the Imperial Army’s occupation of Manchuria 
in 1931-32 (Garon 37). To support the country’s immediate need to win the 
war, in 1943, Fusae Ichikawa endorsed the nation’s fertility campaign and 
served as a director of the wartime Patriotic Press Association. Her pro-
THE SENECA FALLS DIALOGUES JOURNAL, v. 4 (2021) 17
 
 
military action would haunt and stigmatize her after the war; in 1947 the 
Allied Occupation purged Fusae Ichikawa from public life (Ichikawa 60). 
In 1953 she won a seat representing Tokyo in the upper house of the Diet 
and she became a leading member of the Diet (Japan’s bicameral 
legislature that consists of the House of Representatives and the House of 
Councilors). American feminists in the late 1940s called her the “Susan B. 
Anthony of Japan” (Molony, “From ‘Mothers of Humanity’” 1). 
 In 1946, the year Japanese women gained the right to vote, 39 women 
were elected to seats in the Diet. As of 2019, of 241 members of the House 
of Councilors, 50 are women (“Gender Imbalance”). But the number of 
women in the Diet is not necessarily reflective of real democracy. Having 
women in the LDP—the conservative party that has formed the Cabinet 
for over 40 years—has not helped Japan to prioritize peace and protection 
of the environment. Some noteworthy liberal women politicians who have 
served in the party include Kiyomi Tsujimoto, the Constitutional 
Democratic Party’s acting secretary-general; Renhō (Renhō Saitō, who 
uses only her first name), the leader of the Constitutional Democratic 
Party; and Etsuko Abe, a local environmental activist and politician in 
Ehime Prefecture. 
 Researching and writing about Japanese suffragists and contemporary 
women politicians has prompted me to reflect on their influences in my life 
as well as my personal connections with the efforts those women made for 
liberation, social justice, and equal rights. Consequently, I have a more 
profound understanding of my own activism. For example, in 1986 I joined 
Peace Boat, a Japanese-based NGO that took Japanese people to other 
countries in order to expose them to exploited populations. This group was 
organized by Kiyomi Tsujimoto and attracted many young activists and 
educators. During Summer 1986, we visited the Philippines, just after the 
fall of the Marcos regime. In retrospect I realize that I joined Peace Boat 
as part of my organic growth as an activist. I grew up watching my mother, 
Sumiko Kurahashi, working as an eco-activist. Along with other women 
concerned with ecology, my mother has been a participant in the 
environmental and safe and affordable food movement. The network that 
my mother developed over 40 years through her affiliation with Consumer 
Cooperation allowed her family (including me) to meet with activists, 
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among them my mother’s good friend, Etsuko Abe. Such clarification of my 
history has revealed to me not just who past activists were, but also how 
deeply I have been connected to them before I was born and through the 
formative years of my youth.  
 On the Peace Boat, I met and became good friends with Lui (Louise) 
Itō, a daughter of Noe Itō, a Bluestocking Society founding member. Noe 
Itō was involved with the socialist movement as well as the feminist 
movement. The Police murdered her partner, Sakae Ōsugi (1885-1923), 
one of the leading anarchists, and Noe Itō, just after the historic 
earthquake in 1923. I remember that in 1987 I visited Lui Itō, then living 
in Kyushu, Japan. That same year, before my departure for the United 
States, I shared coffee with Yayori Matsui (1934-2002), the eldest 
daughter of the pastor of my church in Japan. She was a journalist and 
activist who reported on racial, ethnic, and sexual oppression in Japan and 
in the world. She covered topics such as Minamata disease (mercury 
poisoning), Korean sex workers during World War II, and violence against 
women (Asia-Japan Women’s Resource Center).  
 At the beginning of my journey, when I first encountered the history of 
American suffragists and activists in Seneca Falls, I had become distant 
from the history of my own Japanese activist sisters. My research enforced 
that yes, they existed, and yes, I did know quite a bit about them. They 
had always been part of my life, and they helped to shape the activist I am 
today. This realization, a sort of rediscovery of Japanese suffragists and 
activists, now leads me to highlight the crossroads I shared with some of 
these remarkable women, and some of our similarities—an activism that 
I had learned and exercised prior to my departure to the United States in 
1987; that activism was always inside me.  
 Though I had not realized it until recently, my personal connections 
and experiences with those courageous and amazing women helped to 
shape my interests and investment in activism. Today, as I revisit those 
years and revalue the encounters and discoveries that I had taken for 
granted, I try to find ways to continue to be an activist by using my 
research, writing, and by publishing my scholarship. As evident in the 
periodical Bluestocking, writing and publishing have been powerful acts of 
social activism. And as I have rediscovered, collaborating is another 
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powerful vehicle for activism. Certainly, collaborating with Denise 
Harrison and Dulce María Gray has confirmed to me that right now, 
especially, in American society it is imperative for us to highlight diverse 
suffragists and their movements. 
DENISE A. HARRISON’S STORY: THE DISRUPTERS, THE DEMOCRATIC ACTIVISM OF 
BLACK SUFFRAGISTS AND FOREMOTHERS OF THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT 
My interest in the women’s movement came about while attending my first 
consciousness-raising meeting. Starting in the 1960s in New York and 
Chicago, those meetings were a form of activism popularized by feminists. 
That first meeting made me abundantly aware of the oppressive nature of 
my marital household and the fact that among my circle of friends, I was 
the only woman of color. As I gained greater awareness of myself as a 
Black woman in America, I also realized that my life in the church also 
propelled me in my journey toward activism. I am a convert to 
Catholicism. I joined because I was searching for meaning and spiritual 
fulfillment and for ways to advance Black people. My foremothers had 
used participation in the church in the same way.  
 I had come of age at the height of the Liberation Theology movement 
and had been impacted by a letter titled “What We Have Seen and Heard: 
A Pastoral Letter on Evangelization from the Black Bishops of the United 
States” (Howze et al). Supporting the call of Pope John Paul II to use our 
gifts to serve one another, the bishops’ letter charged us to use the gift of 
Blackness. Thus, I became actively engaged in the social justice arm of the 
Catholic church: the Catholic Commission. These intersecting factors—
rooted in gender, race, and faith—then guided me toward actively seeking 
the stories of Black women warriors who fought for our civil rights. 
 I had already read the work of bell hooks, and though I do not agree 
with everything that she upholds, I was moved and shaped by what she 
says in her book, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, regarding how 
Black women have consistently pushed to move from the margins to the 
center. I was a young working mother and a student taking Women’s 
Studies courses in the mid-1980s. And that is where I began to deliberately 
understand Black women’s activism. The Women’s Suffrage movement, as 
THE SENECA FALLS DIALOGUES JOURNAL, v. 4 (2021) 20
 
 
it was taught to us, highlighted the voices and contributions of Susan B. 
Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, Sojourner Truth, 
Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, Alice Paul, and the achievement of 
the 19th amendment. Truth and Tubman, African American women who 
disrupted the status quo, were recognized and venerated by the National 
Women’s Suffrage movement, as was Frederick Douglass who attended 
the first Women’s Rights Convention in Seneca Falls, New York in July of 
1848. 
 However, there were many more African American women disruptors 
who served in the frontlines and were not included in the retelling of Black 
women’s history. Historically, Black women have had much more at stake 
than just their gender; race targets them and simultaneously makes them 
invisible. Long before Kimberlé Crenshaw articulated this dichotomy in 
her now frequently cited article, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race 
and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, 
Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” Black activist women 
understood the theory of intersectionality. That too became an impetus for 
me to know their stories, especially those that have been elided.  
 I proceed in this essay by introducing several generations of Black 
women activists:  Ida B. Wells Barnett (1862-1931), a journalist and 
author of The Red Record: Tabulated Statistics and Alleged Causes of 
Lynching in the United States; Mary Elizabeth Jackson (1867-1923), a 
YWCA leader and civil servant with the Rhode Island Department of 
Labor who was appointed “Special Industrial Worker among Colored 
Women” for the National War Work Council of the YMCA, where she 
recommended programs to encourage fair employment for women of color; 
and Nellie Griswold Francis (1884-1969), the founding member of an 
African American suffrage group that included an anti-lynching 
campaign. These women are the foremothers of Fannie Lou Hamer, Ella 
Baker, Stacey Abrams and Carol Anderson, to name a few. Because they 
were Black, the women I mentioned above were not in the public eye, but 
they contributed greatly to the women’s movement and Black civil rights.  
 And there is also Anna Julia Cooper who graces the covers of Black 
Women in America: An Historical Encyclopedia (2 volume set) (Hine). She 
was an educator who graduated from Oberlin College in 1884. Having 
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majored in Classic Studies (rather than the usual Homemaking), she 
wrote about what it means to be a Black woman from the south. Hers was 
one of the first texts written on intersectionality, where she famously said, 
“Only a Black woman can say when and where I enter, in the quiet, 
undisputed dignity of my womanhood, without violence and without suing 
or special patronage, then and there the whole Negro race enters with me” 
(Cooper 31). Other Black women activists include Frances Ellen Watkins 
Harper, who participated in the Underground Railroad lecturing circuit, 
and is chronicled in William Still’s Underground Railroad: Authentic 
Narratives and First-hand Accounts. Mary Church Terrell and Ida B. 
Wells-Barnett were all recognizable “race” women. They spoke at club 
events, kept diaries and memoirs, and created literature. Mary Church 
Terrell (who was born to an educated middle-class family) worked for the 
women’s vote and was a founding member of the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People. She helped to create the National 
Council of Negro Women, and her motto, “Lifting as we climb,” became the 
mandate of African Americans as they achieved educational and social 
economic success (Parker).  
 The details of the life of Ida B. Wells-Barnett, one of the most familiar 
names outside of Anthony, Cady-Stanton, Mott, and Truth, are often 
glossed over. Wells-Barnett led an anti-lynching campaign and Black 
Women’s club movement that spearheaded activism and disruption across 
America, especially in the deep south and the northeast. In the preface of 
Wells-Barnett’s book, Red Record, the abolitionist and public statesman, 
Frederick Douglass, writes about her: “Brave woman! You have done your 
people and mine a service that can neither be weighed or measured” (7). 
 When I encountered Nannie Helen Burroughs, I began to understand 
that even though they were relegated to the shadows of history, there were 
many Black warriors who worked against, and succeeded, despite all odds 
and threats. Her parents had been enslaved. Later in life, when she 
attempted to work as a teacher in Washington, D.C., she faced grave 
rejection, even from other African Americans, because her skin color was 
very dark. But she didn’t give up. Instead of working for someone else, she 
opened a school and proceeded to teach poor Black children. Later, with 
help from the National Baptist Convention, and with money donated by 
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Black women and children, she opened the National Training School for 
Women and Girls in Washington, D.C.  She was also active as the 
secretary of the Women’s Convention of the National Baptist Convention 
and was steadfast in advocating for poor Black people. She raised large 
amounts of money from Black churchgoers (not wealthy white donors). 
Burroughs dedicated all her adult life to educating Black women. People 
in the Washington, D.C. area knew her, because of her relationship with 
the Baptist Church and with her mentors and teachers, Anna Julia Cooper 
and Mary Church Terrel (Jones 211).  
 Like Burroughs, Jarena Lee was active in the church and the Black 
community. She is the first African American woman preacher in the 
African Methodist Church (AME). She believed that God called her to 
preach and persisted in the face of opposition and rejection by members of 
her own Black community. The leadership of the Black clergy believed that 
a woman could not be called to the ministry. Jarena Lee kept preaching 
even when the church ignored her petitions for acknowledgment. She was 
not able to be ordained until Richard Allen, the head of the AME church, 
heard her and finally admitted that she could move her audience, and 
therefore he granted her a license to preach (Jones 26-27). 
 I grew up hearing about Fannie Lou Hamer, Ella Baker, and Shirley 
Chisholm. They inherited the benefits of the foundational work done by 
the aforementioned Black suffragists and activists. At the 1964 
Democratic convention, Hamer captivated American television audiences 
by describing how the Democratic party, state legislators, and the local 
police were asking Black women to pay with their bodies for their 
continued insistence to have the right to vote. That is, Hamer tells us, if 
she pushed for the right to vote, her Black body would be “ransom” (in 
other words, that she could be killed). That impacted me and my sense of 
identity as a young Black woman. Black women’s bodies have been held 
for ransom since being forcefully migrated to the United States and the 
Caribbean. I was awakened by Hamer, and then by Baker and Chisholm’s 
pushing against the political machine striving to limit their voices. They 
were collectively questioned for being too Black, too bold, and too loud in 
their calls for equality, justice, and suffrage. Subsequently, Ella Baker 
organized young people in the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
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and they started their own organization, the Student Non-violence 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Chisholm’s phrase, “Unbossed and 
Unbought,” became a rallying cry for young women like me long before we 
knew of the barriers she broke, for example, her brazen idea that she 
would not seek the approval of her Democratic colleagues in making the 
decision to run for president of the United States.  
 Years after Chisholm’s run for president, I walked past a poster taped 
to the side of the custodian’s desk in the building in which I had a class. It 
was a poster of a Gibson Girl with an American flag inviting students to a 
conversation held by the Honorable Shirley Chisholm. The poster was 
dirty, with droplets of water and coffee staining it. When I left the college 
for graduate school, the custodian told me he was retiring. I asked him if 
I could have the poster. For whatever reason, he said yes, as long as I 
would make him a copy. Today, as I look at the poster—professionally 
framed and hanging in my office—I am struck by my lack of knowledge of 
Chisholm back then. I am also thankful for her work and the foundation 
that she helped to build for me as a Black woman navigating the 21st 
century. 
 Looking at Chisholm’s poster brings me to current Black women 
activists Stacey Abrams, Carol Anderson, and Patty Ferguson-Bohnee. 
These women have trained a core of organizers to teach communities of 
color how to prepare for upcoming elections. These are the women who 
made the way for Vice President Kamala Harris. I see a future “Harris” in 
the little seven-year-old activist Wynter Amor Rogers, who marched on 
Long Island shouting “No Justice, No Peace” to protest the deaths of 
George Floyd of Minneapolis, MN, and Jamel Floyd of Baltimore, 
Maryland (Brinton). Rogers gives me hope that the next generation of 
Black women is ready and unafraid to take the reins. These women are 
the important links that chain me to my history as a Black woman activist, 
a history that spans over 400 years of known and unknown women. They 
are the force, the disrupters, who will shatter the status quo. 
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DULCE MARÍA GRAY’S STORY: ENCOUNTERING LATINA DISRUPTERS 
I make meaning by writing and reading. Therefore, it makes perfect sense 
to me that early in my life I would arrive at political consciousness and 
consequent activism through my encounters with books by Latinas with 
whom I held affinity. Julia Alvarez, for example, a Dominican American 
poet, novelist, activist, and philanthropist, writes truths that have shaped 
my awareness of what it means to straddle Dominican and American 
cultures (along with the islands of Manhattan and Hispaniola). Her first 
novel, How the Garcia Girls Lost their Accents, explores the struggles of 
post-colonial Dominican Republic and of four immigrant sisters in New 
York who must deal with intersecting issues of gender, ethnicity, race, 
class, and cultures. It is about the Dominican immigrant experience and 
the forging of young women’s gender and ethnic hybrid identities. Alvarez 
cloaks that novel (and her other works) boldly in the politics of Latina-
Dominican-American ethnic bodies and lays bare the struggles, joys, and 
cultural and historical specificities that impact us in the process of 
acculturating. That novel, more than any other, provided me with insights, 
affirmation, camaraderie, and great motivation to confront what it means 
to be a hybrid American woman living in a democracy (not the dictatorship 
into which I was born) and with the right to create and exercise my public 
voice. 
 The same thing happened when I first encountered the ideas of 
Chicana writer and activist Gloria Anzaldúa who, in her book titled 
Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, famously said, “I will no 
longer be made to feel ashamed of existing. I will have my voice: Indian, 
Spanish, white. I will have my serpent’s tongue—my woman’s voice, my 
sexual voice, my poet’s voice. I will overcome the tradition of silence” (59). 
I will never forget the time in the mid-1990s that she stood in front of a 
huge audience and spoke unashamedly about her menses, her own 
diminutive body, and the backlash she experienced from her own Mexican 
American community for being gay; in refusing to be silenced, she showed 
me that indeed the personal is political, that I need to resist destructive 
gender expectations, and that as a Brown woman in the United States, 
although I have civil rights, I have to claim them. Her strength in exposing 
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her truths helped to open my eyes to the weight placed on the shoulders of 
Latinas by traditional gender role expectations. It is from Anzaldúa, 
particularly from This Bridge Called My Back, that I first learned about 
the many intersectional borderlands that I inhabit.  
 Likewise, I’ll never forget recognizing myself, yet again, while reading 
Julia Alvarez’s In the Time of the Butterflies, a historical novel about the 
four Dominican Mirabal sisters. And the lessons weren’t just about seeing 
my cultural legacy in Alvarez’s rendition of the sisters, three of whom were 
murdered at the command of Rafael Leónidas Trujillo because of their 
activist opposition to his dictatorship. The sisters were subsequently 
immortalized when the United Nations chose November 25, the day of 
their deaths, to create the International Day Against Violence Toward 
Women. That historical novel helped me to name my condition and it 
taught me lessons about how to be strong, engaged, and when needed, 
even defiant. That novel taught me about my own Dominican history, a 
topic that was never included in my United States schooling. I learned 
about the Dominican genocide of Haitians, the particular brand of 
Dominican patriarchy, and the opportunistic Dominican suffragist 
movement (e.g., allowing only certain women the right to vote and then 
forcing them to “vote” repeatedly for Trujillo) that deeply affected the lives 
of women during Trujillo’s dictatorship (including my own grandmother 
and mother) and the inheritance that it created for women like me. It was 
that novel that caused me to research the history of Dominican women’s 
rights back on the island, and to examine the legacy that we carry as 
immigrants in the United States.  
 I learned that Dominican women were allowed to vote symbolically in 
1934 and 1938 and then constitutionally in 1942, but only white literate 
“ladies of high social standing” were allowed to vote or to participate in 
movements and groups (such as Acción Feminista Dominicana and 
Consejo de Mujeres), and those groups were allowed to exist and support 
other women only if they upheld laws that focused on “women’s issues” 
such as being a “good Catholic” (like Mary, the mother of Jesus), an 
“obedient supportive wife,” caring for children, and lauding Trujillo. In 
that dictatorship, my maternal grandmother and mother lived controlled 
disenfranchised lives. And most women supported that arrangement!  
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 Learning about Trujillo’s pseudo support of women’s rights (and the 
consequent legacy of having to be submissive that I inherited) prompted 
me to unpack the complexity of Dominican women who were oppressed 
and were complicit in maintaining that oppression: Was complicity an act 
of survival (and therefore resistance)? Hadn’t I, similarly, aligned myself 
with the United States’ ideals of democracy and enfranchisement, even 
though the United States had invaded the country of my birth, driven me 
out of my home, language, and culture, allowed me to enter the United 
States, and then rejected me? A decade and a half after the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965, with a new label to mark my ethnic identity, having morphed 
into a “Hispanic” in the Land of the Free, I became a citizen of the United 
States. As I prepared to exercise the freedom and responsibility denied to 
my grandmother and mother, and to shed the legacy that threatened to 
incarcerate me into docility and silence, it became even more important 
for me to seek works by Latinas.  
 I intentionally sought the examples of Latina writers who use the 
power of writing to disrupt the status quo, who model agency and 
autonomy. Those Latinas include Dulce María Loynaz, a Cuban poet, 
novelist, attorney, traveler, travel writer, and perceptive woman who 
spent much of her life in what she called “internal exile” in Cuba. Her 
contemporary, my maternal grandmother, Auredilia Deschamps, a French 
immigrant who lived in Cuba before settling in Dominican Republic, 
thought it fitting that I too should be named Dulce María. Having been 
born in Dominican Republic and being therefore technically (Latin) 
“American,” it was only after I had become “American” in the United 
States definition of that word that I read Dulce María Loynaz’s novel, 
Jardín. I found it to be a complex but enticing work, which she completed 
in 1935 shortly after Cuban women obtained the right to vote; it presented 
me with a strong autonomous modern woman who, through writing and 
reading, transcends confinement (even if only psychologically and 
emotionally).  
 Subsequently, I learned about Jovita Idár, a Mexican American 
teacher, social justice activist, and journalist who in the early 1900s 
published articles opposing discrimination against Spanish-speaking 
people in the United States. She advocated for women’s suffrage, women’s 
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equal access to education, and fair treatment for Latinas. Today she is 
recognized as the first to organize a feminist social movement for Latinas. 
Idár led me to María Amparo Ruiz de Burton, a Mexican American author 
who wrote in English from the conquered Mexican people’s perspective. 
Her first novel, The Squatter and the Don: A Novel Descriptive of 
Contemporary Occurrences in California (published in 1885) supports 
women’s suffrage and critiques the mistreatment and marginalization of 
Mexicans after the Mexican-American War. 
 From the mid-1980s through the 1990s, while the publishing world 
packaged and marketed what today we recognize as “Latino/a/x literature” 
(and often referred to the foremothers of Latino/a/x literature [Sandra 
Cisneros, Julia Alvarez, and Cristina Garcia] as the “three amigas”), I read 
works by Puerto Rican women. They were significant to me partly because 
their stories too came close to what was familiar to me—to what I was 
experiencing as a new immigrant. Julia de Burgos’ poems (e.g., Song of the 
Simple Truth: The Complete Poems of Julia de Burgos) were captivating 
because they described the social struggles and oppression of poor Puerto 
Ricans on the island and in New York, and because Burgos had been the 
Secretary General of the Daughters of Freedom (the women’s branch of 
the Puerto Rican Nationalist Party), and in the Bronx, where I finished 
growing up, the Puerto Rican independence movement was strong, loud, 
and visible; it was a movement that included women who were engaged 
equally.  
 Poetry, short stories, fiction, and non-fiction by Judith Ortíz Cofer gave 
me language to articulate my own experiences emigrating to the United 
States—particularly her novel, The Line of the Sun, which traces a Puerto 
Rican family’s move from Puerto Rico to a tenement in New Jersey. I felt 
drawn to Ortíz Cofer and her work because so much of it is about the power 
of language and her own life as a hybrid woman—plus, she was an English 
professor (and I was working diligently to be a professor). Likewise, 
Esmeralda Santiago’s memoirs and novels, especially When I was Puerto 
Rican, and her activist work in founding a shelter for battered women, 
allowed me to begin envisioning a place for myself in a society where I am 
derided and called “spic.” Seeing Santiago’s process of adjusting to a new 
life provided a “how-to” example for me.  
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 Latina writers’ nourishing works became even more urgent to me 
when, during the assaultive Trump administration, I searched for 
opportunities to ignite my students’ interest in learning about Latinos and 
in engaging political activism. While enduring rampant voter suppression 
and tactics that directly affect Latinx people—for example, feeding us 
relentless misinformation, fear-mongering, threatening those who have 
undocumented family members, being harassed at voter centers, 
restricting polling hours so that they conflict with work schedules, 
underequipping and understaffing voter centers, limiting ballot drop 
boxes, purging inactive voter registrations, requiring that debts be paid 
before being allowed to vote, disenfranchising offenders after they’ve paid 
their debts to society, and requiring unreasonable name-matching such as 
having to match hyphens and accents—it was imperative to share my 
sources of motivation and inspiration, particularly with fellow Latinos. 
The Latinx population is the largest minority ethnic or racial group in the 
United States electorate. About 800,000 Latino citizens turn 18 every 
year. Of the 32 million who are eligible to vote, slightly more than 50% are 
women (Igielnik and Budiman). They need to be informed, mobilized, and 
empowered! 
 And thus, I continue to seek the examples of Latinas like Julia Alvarez 
who is also an activist and philanthropist. Alvarez works for girls’ and 
women’s education. She co-founded Alta Gracia, a farm and literacy center 
dedicated to promoting environmental sustainability and independent 
coffee farming in Dominican Republic. Recently, she donated Alta Gracia 
to The Mariposa DR Foundation, an after-school educational program for 
girls that creates sustainable solutions to end generational poverty. She 
also co-founded Border of Lights, an activist digital forum for 
commemorating the Haitian massacre and for promoting racial equity 
between Dominicans and Haitians. And she continues to write. Her most 
recent novel, Afterlife, published just before the 2020 election, centers on 
a woman who, late in her life, confronts three fundamental questions 
asked by Leo Tolstoy: How can I learn to do the right thing at the right 
time? Who are the people I most need, and to whom should I, therefore, 
pay more attention? What affairs are the most important and need my 
focused attention? The answers to those questions are worth discovering 
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because they can lead us to disrupt the present and to build a more perfect 
Union. 
DIALOGUE 
Our aim for the presentation and for this narrative has been to tell the 
stories of the experiences, inspirations, and motivations that propelled us 
to invest in democratic activism. Our stories are indeed unique, but they 
all underscore and illuminate some of the intersections that are evident in 
activist movements and ideologies upheld by women of color in American 
society. Our stories reveal and underscore that we need to continually 
reflect on our work, to examine our past and to consider our future, and 
that we need to interact and collaborate with other women, because it is 
absolutely true that together we are made stronger. Our stories intersect 
and illustrate our growing awareness of the power of politics to impact 
women’s lives; the three of us were influenced by women who fought 
fiercely against the particularities of their political status quo and yet 
were also complicit—forcibly or voluntarily—in oppressing other women. 
Their complicity was based not just on differences in political beliefs or the 
demands of their nations, but also on race, colorism, socioeconomic 
standing, gender orientation, and or access to and level of attained 
literacy. Like the women we discuss, the three of us continue to wrestle 
with understanding what we mean by being complicit in women’s 
oppression. We also continue to resist the constant gender-based 
expectations, and the double-edged role imposed on us by the religious 
institutions that shape women to be docile and obedient and at the same 
time teach them to be care-providers and to work for social justice. All of 
our stories show women’s efforts to resist being infantilized and being 
treated as if we are mentally deficient. All of our stories show women 
working deliberately to help move women from the margins to the center.  
 In telling our stories, we hope to provide examples of how to recognize 
the work of our foremothers, to transcend our own conditions, and to 
inspire others. The very act of speaking is activism. Speaking can be 
enlightening, as evidenced by the conversation that followed our 
presentation. During the breakout session, Susan Larkin took notes on the 
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questions and comments expressed by participants—students, scholars, 
and educators—who were all enthusiastic and engaged. When everyone 
returned to the whole group discussion, we talked about their concerns. 
One question was about how to address trends such as land 
acknowledgments which could become, one person said, “routine,” 
superficial, and disingenuous. How and why, one person asked, can we 
offer honest and worthy land acknowledgments? Each of us responded: 
land acknowledgments are part of the call to action recommended by the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada; they are inspired by 
First Peoples reverence and connection to the land; they serve to recognize, 
commemorate, and honor Indigenous people, their histories and their 
losses; they are meant to acknowledge the breaking of many treaties over 
hundreds of years, and to recognize that there are systemic and 
institutional inequities that continue to affect First Peoples and therefore 
all peoples. Land acknowledgments recognize the diversity and continued 
existence of Indigenous people. As we responded, we emphasized that it is 
an activist act to help everyone to be honest and empathetic—not just for 
the sake of Indigenous peoples, but for all of us. Land acknowledgments 
can help start the process of reconciliation.  
 Another participant wanted to know how she is supposed to “rescue” 
oppressed women and “why oppressed women in other countries don’t save 
themselves, for example, by leaving abusive situations.” First, we 
encouraged everyone to examine the definition of “rescue” and to ask 
ourselves, “from which position am I ‘rescuing’ anyone?” We pointed out 
that it is dangerous to assume that women in dire need do nothing for 
themselves. That assumption in itself is oppression. Our role as activists 
is not to judge. Second, we reminded participants that resistance comes in 
multiple forms. For instance, the storytelling and quilting of enslaved 
Black women is resistance. Remaining alive is resistance. We pointed out 
that indeed some women don’t have the luxury of leaving an oppressive 
condition, and thus they resist in other ways, which may, to some people, 
seem to be acts of complicity.  
 We clarified that oppressed women and people in the world do leave. 
For instance, right now, we are experiencing the greatest human 
displacement since World War II. We mentioned Ai Weiwei’s documentary 
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film, Human Flow, where he shows us startling images of the movement 
of approximately 65 million people roaming the earth in search of a better 
life. They are spit out of their countries, forcibly displaced, scattered in 
other lands and languages, and separated from their children and loved 
ones. They are repeatedly driven out of their homes (and everything that 
is familiar to them) by intolerance, political instability, violence, poverty, 
and environmental disasters. And yet, despite rejection, abuse, and death, 
they continue to leave and to search for safety and freedom. We reminded 
every one of us that our fundamental role as activists is to be informed, to 
understand causes, situations, and circumstances, and to be empathic and 
honest. We emphasized and reiterated that all of us have talents and gifts 
that can and should be applied to help improve situations, and, most 
importantly, that we need to speak our truths, to stand side by side with 
those who need help, and to collaborate in the process of figuring out 
solutions. 
 A different participant asked how people with white privilege can truly 
have conversations “across the aisle.” To this we responded that white 
privilege itself needs to be acknowledged and understood, and that from 
its inception the United States has been a place where white people benefit 
from opportunities that are not available to non-whites. People without 
white privilege need to express their views, their histories, and pain. We 
reiterated that there has to be respectful listening and acknowledgment 
based on open minds and hearts. We must remember that silence can 
easily become many different kinds of violence. We must break the silence 
and create safe occasions and environments for courageous dialogues. We 
must tell our stories, particularly those that illustrate instances of 
privilege and disprivilege. We must take productive action, like voting and 
helping others to find value in voting. That is a significant way to engage 
in dialogue across the aisle, and to help eradicate white privilege. Indeed, 
“vote” was the last word uttered during our dialogue. With that word 
always in mind, we intend to continue our journeys as disrupters.  
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As the United States arrived at the brink of the 2020 election, three 
interdisciplinary scholars engaged in a panel discussion about why and 
how Black women of all classes have been at the forefront of movements for 
civil rights and economic justice. Based on their expertise on race, gender, 
and class, and scholarly backgrounds in history, labor studies, and 
political science, this paper presents perspectives on the critical role of 
Black women in simultaneously fighting for the right to vote, while 
protesting the disenfranchisement of all African Americans from the 
Reconstruction Era to the present. This paper discusses why and how 
previously marginalized groups have struggled to gain inclusion in the 
American political system, and how the efforts of Black women have shaped 
and prodded efforts to build a more democratic nation. From seeing voting 
rights as a collective responsibility to better the lives of the Black 
community, to Black clubwomen like Mary Church Terrell fighting for 
voting rights, criminal justice reform, and cross-class alliances, to Black 
women’s leadership of the contemporary fight for workers’ rights, this paper 
focuses on Black women’s intersectional politics and activism.  
he role of Black women in American elections made headlines in 
the run-up to the 2020 presidential election and its aftermath. As 
one Black woman columnist opined in the Washington Post, “Black 
women saved the Democrats. Don’t make us do it again” (Crumpton). A 
headline from the Guardian noted “how Black women fought to mobilize 
America’s voters” using “whatever it takes” (Washington and Arnold). 
Black women voters, organizers, candidates, advisors, and pundits all 
worked to shape and direct contemporary American politics. Not only were 
T 
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Black women crucial to the election of the nation’s first Black president 
more than a decade ago, but they have also continued to flex their muscles 
in many aspects of the political arena both in the streets as leaders and 
marchers, as well as on the campaign trail as candidates and strategic 
organizers. Not only did 2020 mark the centennial anniversary of the 
ratification of the 19th Amendment providing universal women’s suffrage, 
but it also celebrates the election of Vice President Kamala Harris, the 
first woman—and first woman of Black and Asian descent—to the White 
House.  
As important as the contemporary politics of Black women is, it would 
be a mischaracterization to suggest that Black women’s efforts on behalf 
American democracy are modern phenomena of this century or even of the 
storied 20th century civil rights movement. Black women have played an 
active role in the demand for Blacks’ and women’s voting rights, and for 
both racial and gender equality more broadly, across the centuries of 
American history.  
In this paper, based on a presentation and discussion on Black 
women’s voting rights and elections from the 2020 Seneca Falls Dialogues, 
we present our perspectives on some of the ways that Black women have 
contributed to expanding the American electorate and changing the 
landscape of American democracy (Parker et al.).  Black women’s 
intersectional feminism—or the understanding that race, gender, class, 
and other positions or identities are inextricably interconnected—informs 
our approach. Black feminists’ strategies for expanding democracy in the 
United States are based on this intersectional analysis, together with the 
knowledge that systems of oppression (white supremacy, capitalism, and 
patriarchy) are interconnected, and success comes from centering the 
voices and issues of most vulnerable and marginalized. In what follows, 
we begin with a discussion of the “family vote,” noting that Black women 
were participating in politics long before the ratification of the 19th 
Amendment and decades before they were able to fully exercise those 
rights following the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act. We will then 
turn to the activism of Mary Church Terrell, an “unceasing militant” who 
pushed white women to support universal women’s suffrage and pushed 
as vigorously in her writing, marches, and testimonies for anti-lynching 
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measures to be passed at the local and national levels (Parker 294). Terrell 
saw voting rights as interconnected with workers’ rights and participated 
in several cross-class collaborations. Following that, we consider the 
activism of contemporary Black, working-class women and their efforts on 
behalf of voting rights and social justice. We conclude with a discussion of 
the implications of the history of Black women’s activism for current day 
politics and into the future. 
BLACK WOMEN, THE FAMILY VOTE, AND INTERSECTIONALITY 
The history of Black women’s activism to mobilize and leverage the vote 
predates their access to the ballot. The advent of universal male suffrage 
after the ratification of the 15th Amendment in 1870 provided both the 
opportunity and the demand for what we suggest, building on Elsa 
Barkley Brown’s work, might be termed the “family vote” (“Negotiating”). 
Black women, especially, were aware of how the votes of newly 
enfranchised men might be used for the betterment of themselves, their 
families, and their communities in ways that white women were likely 
unaware. For Black men’s counterparts in the electoral arena- white male 
voters- the franchise was a means of trading a vote in pursuit of individual 
self-interest (Savigny 18; Mansbridge 132; Gunderson 63-65). Which 
candidate was working on their behalf? Which man, amongst the various 
contenders, which platform, amongst the various options, would afford 
them and theirs the most benefit in terms of work hours, pay, protections, 
relief? The evaluation of whom to vote for from the perspective of Black 
men was, of necessity, broader than the question of individual self-
interest. Voting, in the Black community, became a collective enterprise, 
an expression of “linked fate” wherein Black voters were compelled to 
consider “what is in the best interest of the Black community is also what 
is best for me” (Dawson 77-84). 
Black men considered which candidate would prevent lynching, who 
would promote their inclusion, and which platform or candidates would 
recognize the basic humanity of Black people. Frederick Douglass framed 
Black male suffrage in terms of communal outcomes such as protection 
from lynching and other violence against Black men and women, as well 
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as a means to provide education to children (Martin 161-165). For Black 
women who sought woman’s suffrage as evidence of their unalienable 
rights as well as a means to protect their families, the enfranchisement of 
Black men was a crucial step forward in the Black freedom struggle, a 
pathway toward liberation and equality in a nation that failed to recognize 
basic claims of Black citizenship (M. Jones 131; White 68). “The 
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments [became] at once a failed strategy 
for enfranchising white women and an important step toward suffrage for 
Black women,” connecting the freedom struggles of Black women and men 
for decades long beyond the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in the 
early twentieth century (Gidlow 435).  
Votes were not secret until the adoption of the Australian or secret 
ballot in almost all states beginning in the late-1880s (the secret ballot 
also disenfranchised Black folks who often were illiterate. This was a 
double-edged sword.). (Crook and Crook 236). As Republicans and 
Democrats competed for votes in the postbellum South, employers and the 
farmers who owned the businesses and land where Black men worked or 
sharecropped would easily know who they voted for and apply pressure to 
direct that vote to the preferred goals of white men. The employers of these 
men might pressure them to vote for a Democratic candidate who would 
roll back the rights gained during Reconstruction. Black men might be 
persuaded to trade their votes for more pay, a bonus, or for other resources 
such as a cart or a horse. Their wives, daughters, mothers, and sisters who 
were without the franchise had to act as negotiators, enforcers, and 
protectors of the family vote (Brown, “Negotiating” 123). As Brown writes, 
“…African American women and men understood the vote as a collective, 
not as an individual possession, and that African American women, unable 
to cast a separate vote, viewed African American men’s vote as equally 
theirs” in a way quite different from the “nineteenth-century patriarchal 
notion that men voted on behalf of their wives and children” (“To Catch 
the Vision” 82-83). 
Black women did not have access to the franchise, but their lives and 
well-being and the well-being of their communities depended on ensuring 
the election of candidates from the “Party of Lincoln” Republicans who 
would enact more favorable policies. Black women had to develop means 
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to protect their interests through the valued franchise of the men in their 
lives (Brown, “To Catch the Vision” 87; Terborg-Penn, 48, 68). For these 
reasons, Black women practiced a politics of racial uplift, not only in 
suffrage organizations, but also in church and community organizations. 
They participated in National Colored Conventions where they made 
recommendations to the men on which candidates to support, even as 
organized amongst themselves to press for Black women’s voting rights 
(M. Jones 131,156).  
Admittedly, Black women had to navigate both racism and sexism as 
they sought to influence their political fortunes; however, these women 
were not without tools and strategies. Among these strategies was the 
normalization of Black male suffrage as a collective enterprise. History 
shows that although Black women were denied the vote as a fundamental 
right of citizenship, they were not entirely excluded from political life after 
the Civil War through the Civil Rights Movement. Many Black women in 
the South were active participants in politics, including in debates, 
conventions, parades, and security details. Far from notions of Black 
women relegated to off-the-record debates and quiet discussions at salons, 
Black women openly participated in mass meetings, including voting at 
Republican Party conventions (Brown, “To Catch the Vision” 73-75, 82).  
BLACK WOMEN, THE FRANCHISE, AND INTERSECTIONALITY 
A closer look at the activism of Mary Church Terrell sheds additional 
insight on the critical role that Black women played in fighting for the 
right to vote for all African Americans, for their bodily integrity in the face 
of violence by whites, and for the rights of working women. This section is 
adapted from Alison Parker’s biography, Unceasing Militant: The Life of 
Mary Church Terrell. Starting in the 1890s and continuing well beyond 
the 1920 ratification of the 19th Amendment, Mary Church Terrell engaged 
directly with white women suffragists, pushing them to understand the 
interconnections between race and gender that underpinned Black 
women’s campaigns for voting rights. As the first president of the National 
Association of Colored Women (NACW), Terrell called for an end to Black 
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men’s disenfranchisement even while fighting to secure the vote for Black 
women.  
Refusing to see how Black women’s gender and race were 
interconnected and inseparable, Alice Paul, leader of the National 
Woman’s Party (NWP), declared that the National Association of Colored 
Women was not a feminist group but rather a “racial one” and so could not 
be a member organization in the NWP (Parker 130). Even winning the 
right to vote via the 19th Amendment in 1920 did not diminish the gulf 
between white and Black suffragists.  
Before the NWP’s 1921 convention, Terrell and other Black suffrage 
leaders met together to write and plan for a way to introduce a resolution 
voicing their primary concern. Knowing that Black men were already 
disfranchised in the South, they wanted the NWP to join them in: “urging 
Congress to appoint a committee to investigate the disfranchisement of 
colored women.” In order to avoid being “double-crossed by Miss Paul” who 
might block them during the convention, the women decided to ask her to 
endorse their resolution in advance (Parker 130).  
Black suffragists, led by Mary Church Terrell and Addie Hunton, who 
represented both the NAACP and NACW, demanded a meeting with Alice 
Paul, who initially declined to hear them out. When they did get their 
meeting, Terrell read aloud their proposed resolution demanding 
enforcement of their voting rights. Despite the clarity of their request, 
Paul asked, “What do you women want me to do?” Terrell replied, “I want 
you to tell us whether you endorse the enforcement of the 19th 
Amendment for all women.” Paul refused to say she did. This highly 
unsatisfactory meeting was not the end of the story (Parker 130). 
Alice Paul conceded that Mary Church Terrell and a few other African 
American women could speak at the 1921 NWP convention, but only as 
individuals, rather than as representatives of their organizations. Terrell 
recorded in her diary that she addressed the Resolutions Committee, 
asking for a congressional investigation. She explained that Black men 
and women’s voting and civil rights were inseparable: “colored women 
need the ballot to protect themselves because their men cannot protect 
them since the 14th and 15th Amendments are null and void. They are 
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lynched and are victims of the Jim Crow Laws, the Convict Lease System, 
and other evils” (Parker 131). 
To highlight the fact that Black women experienced gendered brutality 
(disfranchisement and violence) as interconnected realities, Terrell gave a 
specific example. She told the white NWP women the tragic situation of 
the pregnant Mary Turner, who had been brutally lynched in Valdosta, 
Georgia, in 1918, for protesting the lynching of her husband. Terrell 
described her as: “A colored woman, two months before she was to become 
a mother, [who] had her baby torn from her body.” Terrell’s heart sank 
upon hearing the white feminists’ cruel and insensitive comments: “‘What 
did she do?’ one asked. Another said, ‘She did something, of course’” 
(Parker 131). These white women assumed that Turner must have done 
something to warrant her gruesome murder and that of her unborn child. 
Terrell had hoped this audience of women would empathize and identify 
with the victim, finding the incident as deeply disturbing as she did, but 
NWP members’ interest in protecting women’s equality and their bodily 
integrity did not extend to those who were Black.  
Embracing cross-class coalitions, NACW clubwomen like Terrell 
demanded justice for Black women caught up in the criminal justice 
system. In 1912, for instance, Terrell led a small delegation representing 
the National Association of Colored Women to meet with the governor of 
Virginia to defend the life of a poor African American teenaged girl, 
Virginia Christian. This young girl had been sentenced to death in the 
electric chair for accidentally killing in self-defense her abusive white 
female employer. And later, in 1953, Terrell led interracial delegations of 
women to meet with Georgia’s governor to advocate for clemency for a poor 
Black sharecropper, Rosa Lee Ingram, accused of murdering a white man 
when he assaulted her.  
Advocacy of gender and racial justice and equality has been an 
ongoing, long-term priority for Black clubwomen. Seeing wage-earning as 
an aspect of community betterment and racial and gender equality, Terrell 
fought for Black women workers, too. During World War I, she and her 
young-adult daughters tried to get jobs in the federal government. 
Although they were highly qualified, they were denied access to some jobs 
and were segregated from other workers. When Black women were hired, 
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white women workers protested, went out on strike, and threatened to quit 
if they had to work with or near Black women. White women workers 
demanded segregated bathrooms, cafeterias, and workspaces. Not 
surprisingly, Black women workers found they were discriminated against 
and/or fired from their positions. Thinking through an intersectional lens, 
Terrell realized that working-class Black women faced great hardships 
since they were excluded from white women’s unions. Thus, during World 
War I, she helped found the Women Wage Earners’ Association to unionize 
Black women workers.  
For Black women, workers’ rights were an integral part of the freedom 
struggle. During the Great Depression, Terrell and other Black women 
activists joined the picket lines of the National Negro Council, demanding 
that white-owned shops in Black neighborhoods hire workers from their 
community. Carrying signs that read “Don’t Shop Where You Can’t Work,” 
the campaign led to the hiring of Black workers. Similarly, during the Cold 
War, the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 led to demands that workers sign anti-
communist pledges. Yet, since leftist unions had been most welcoming to 
Black workers, 1,000 striking Black women restaurant and cafeteria 
workers in Washington, D.C., asserted their freedom of assembly and 
speech rights. They refused to sign an anti-communist pledge. 
Octogenarian Mary Church Terrell joined them in their picketing and gave 
speeches to rally the workers. Black women’s cross-class alliances 
continue today. 
BLACK WOMEN, WORKING-CLASS INTERESTS, AND INTERSECTIONALITY 
Just as Alice Paul saw the work of the NACW as a racial organization and 
not a feminist organization, too often today, the work of Black women, 
regardless of the arena, is seen as “racial justice.” This disregards the work 
of Black working-class women’s 21st century efforts to protect voting rights 
for all. The centuries-long intersectional approach to Black women’s 
politics needs to be historicized for our current moment. This was made 
clear after the 2016 presidential election and in the leadup to the 2020 
election, after a long summer of racial and economic justice protests. Too 
often, pundits make generalized assumptions about “labor” or the 
THE SENECA FALLS DIALOGUES JOURNAL, v. 4 (2021) 44
 
   
“working class” that only focus on white, male union workers or suggest 
the labor movement is somehow separate from the fight for racial and 
gender-based justice. Yet, Black working-class women, using 
intersectionality as an organizing and mobilizing tool, have successfully 
helped reshape our political landscape. 
A key example from our current moment is the work that UNITE 
HERE union members have been doing since the pandemic hit the U.S. in 
Spring 2020. UNITE HERE is a national union of hospitality workers. 
While a small union, it is one of the most powerful examples of a social 
justice union in the United States. Many of these low-wage service workers 
are employed at hotels, airports, and casinos. Their slogan is “One Job 
Should Be Enough.” Black women are overrepresented in UNITE HERE 
and many locals across the United States are led by Black women. When 
businesses closed down, there was 98% unemployment rate amongst 
members. Even as the COVID-19 vaccine rollout occurred, the 
unemployment rate was in the 80% range. Despite this, UNITE HERE 
had more workers knocking on doors to support the Biden-Harris ticket 
than any other organization, including the Democratic Party (Nolan). 
They have organized in their local communities and nationally to fight for 
economic stimulus packages. They have also fought for their members by 
extending healthcare coverage and untangling access to unemployment 
benefits. They are showing people in their communities that the union is 
committed to helping all working people, not just union members (“Take 
Back 2020”).  
This summer, the Black Leadership Group of UNITE HERE published 
a powerful statement, as did many Black union leaders across the nation, 
calling for racial justice. They linked their demands for racial justice and 
their actions with economic justice, expanded healthcare, and solidarity. 
At the same time, the message called for a united front to expand 
democracy, protect the most vulnerable in our communities, and work for 
a brighter future:  
Today we call upon you to stand with us. To join us in the 
fight for our lives — just as we will always stand with you 
and fight for yours. We know that what happens to our 
communities can and does happen to others. And it will 
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continue to happen so long as any of us stand idly by. We 
will stand with our Asian family through the rise in hate, 
with our Latino family, and our immigrant family 
discarded, detained, and left in cages. We will stand with 
our white kin who choose the fight for real liberty and 
justice for all. (“We Are the Black Leadership Group of 
UNITE HERE International Union”). 
The UNITE HERE get-out-the vote campaign helped shift votes in key 
swing states like Arizona, Pennsylvania, and Georgia. Their work 
knocking on doors across the nation fueled an increased turnout, 
highlighted the value of labor’s work building community, and provided a 
blueprint for future elections and other efforts to organize a multiracial 
social movement for social justice. 
This 300,000-member union is a movement for change. Their Black, 
women-led activism, especially at the local level, can transform our 
political landscape. There is a long history of radical Black women (many 
wouldn’t call themselves radical, but their actions were and are radical) 
helping push economic justice in urban and national politics. It was 
evident in 2019’s Bargaining for the Common Good campaigns and 
Chicago teachers’ strike and the Los Angeles teachers’ strike. It is evident 
in the political shifts happening in Ferguson and St. Louis since the 
murder of Mike Brown in 2014. It was evident in the buildup to the 1963 
March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, as Black women union 
members helped get over 200,000 people to D.C. for the protests (W. Jones 
x, xvi, 169-176). And it was evident in 1881 when Black washerwomen in 
Atlanta went on strike to reverse public policy seeking to deny them the 
ability to demand fair payment for their services, even when they did not 
have the right to vote (Hunter 88-97). 
Yet, too often commentators try to pit the working class or the labor 
movement against Black and brown people as if they are somehow 
separate, ignoring that Black people are more likely to be union members 
and that Black women are overrepresented in many of the low-wage 
unionized service industries. Commentators also ignore that unions have 
been a key vehicle for civic participation and economic justice for working 
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people. Too often there is an assumption of Black people as consumers and 
takers instead of producers and givers (Trotter xv). We can lament the low 
voter turnout among working people but unless we learn the lessons of the 
Black women organizing within their unions and communities for change, 
we will never bring most working people to the polls. They do not see their 
interests represented. Politicians who avoid addressing the interconnected 
issues of racial and economic justice miss opportunities to motivate voters 
to the polls. This is harming our democracy.  
CONCLUSIONS 
Like their counterparts across time, twenty-first century Black women 
activists have similar priorities in demanding full voting rights, justice, 
and equality for all, and in responding to violence against the Black 
community. Kimberle Crenshaw’s African American Policy Forum, for 
instance, coined the hashtag movement, #SayHerName, to add to the 
Black Lives Matter movement by bringing specific attention to police 
violence against Black women like Breonna Taylor and Sandra Bland 
(African American Policy Forum). To achieve lasting change, white women 
must finally decide to reject their privilege and join in the contemporary 
movement that is insisting upon the full equality and voting rights for all, 
including those who are most marginalized, such as Black and Latina 
trans women. We need a multiracial, cross-class movement that works 
together to craft a new vision for what democracy in the United States 
should look like. We need to center the voices of the most vulnerable in our 
communities, break the myth of scarcity, and invest in democratic 
institutions like expanding access to healthcare, living wages, and voting 
rights.  
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SHAPESHIFTING POWER: 
INDIGENOUS TEACHINGS OF TRICKSTER 
CONSCIOUSNESS AND RELATIONAL 
ACCOUNTABILITY FOR BUILDING COMMUNITIES OF 
CARE 
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This essay argues that Indigenous epistemologies of relational 
accountability offer opportunities for sustainable, Indigenized coalitions 
and capacity for difficult dialogues across difference. Using land-based 
relationality, pedagogy, storytelling, and trickster consciousness, this essay 
discusses practices that have been part of Indigenous knowledge to make a 
sovereign re-turn to Indigenous teachings to build solidarity between 
different communities. 
 
ifficult dialogues are necessary in order for communities to form 
coalitions. Yet often these dialogues pose challenges for engaging 
in long-term work for social justice and systemic change. Skewed 
power dynamics, microaggressions, and the discomfort of unlearning 
power and privilege can make long-term collaboration difficult. It is for 
this reason I discuss thinking of coalitions as communities of care and offer 
practical strategies for collaborating differently for sustainable action. In 
this essay I feature a combination of Indigenous epistemology and 
methodology, Indigenous feminist and Indigequeer scholarship, and 
Indigenous land-based pedagogy and storytelling to contribute to existing 
work on power relations in activist collaboration. I offer interventions 
based on relational accountability and trickster teachings, or trickster 
D 
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consciousness1 of shapeshifting, which embrace multiplicity and the 
“unknown” to help navigate the resulting discomfort in building 
communities of care. As a Cree-Métis (Michel First Nation) author, I urge 
that dialogic practices seeking to employ trickster consciousness or other 
Indigenous frameworks not only cite Indigenous scholarship and 
intellectualism, but also radically shift hiring, acceptance, and/or 
inclusion practices to ensure Indigenous peoples are present and direct 
beneficiaries of the work in institutions and organizations. 
COMMUNITIES OF CARE 
Just shy of two years before starting my PhD program, I would often 
retreat to the mountain region now called the Adirondacks on unceded 
Mohawk and Oneida lands in what is now known as Upstate New York. 
My community of the Michel First Nation2 carries lineages and has 
ancestral memory tied to these lands and, with every footstep on a 
mountain hike, I would feel as if I was coming to remember these lands 
even though I had spent little to no time here. The smell of balsam fir 
crunching under foot as I hiked to summit peaks shared with me a 
memory. Wind held me gently on the summit slopes and sang to me when 
the hours in the woods felt long and quiet. The sun shone just enough to 
offer views that helped me better understand the land as an animate 
being—one with hopes, dreams, fears, wishes, wisdom, and memory.  
 This time became not just reprieve; it provided lessons in listening. Not 
every step was comfortable. My feet ached, I wondered if I would get lost, 
the wind was sometimes intense and achingly cold on my face, and needles 
of fir would stick to my skin and pierce it. These were all lessons. The 
 
1 I use the phrase trickster consciousness as it is defined by Ojibwe scholar Gerald 
Vizenor (“Trickster Discourse”) and Anishinaabe Métis scholar Melissa K. Nelson who 
indicate that when we embrace the shapeshifting, playfulness of the trickster who takes 
on many forms, we can come to understand multiple viewpoints existing simultaneously, 
a concept embraced by Indigenous ontological-epistemology. 
 
2 The Michel First Nation is the namesake of Chief Michel Callihoo, the son of Mohawk 
fur trader and traveler Louis Kwarakwante from the Mohawk territory now known as 
Kahnawake near present-day Montreal. Michel First Nation honors our Mohawk 
ancestry and connections to Mohawk territories.  
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branch showed consent when it pierced me; it did not want my touch. Wind 
could bend the trees, ripple mountain streams, and shapeshift the clouds. 
As soon as something felt familiar, the wind would upend what I thought 
I knew. The wind is a trickster. I share this story because so often 
practitioners of social justice and feminism remark on the importance of 
sustaining difficult dialogues and being in community as an antidote to 
the isolationism and rugged individualism so often required to survive 
colonization’s imports of white supremacy and competitive capitalism. 
Being in community, however, is not always easy. In my experience, I have 
often felt isolated even in community because, since the dawn of 
colonization, our relations to each other, to others on this land, and to the 
land itself as Indigenous people have been interrupted. When I am on the 
land, at least, those moments of loneliness (while still present, as my story 
suggests) are not as pronounced. Our teachings as Cree people remind us 
to constantly reflect—especially in relationship to place—in order to come 
to know ourselves, our roles and responsibilities to our communities, and 
to make meaning from knowledge we encounter. These are all part of 
wahkotowin (our natural law of kinship), miyo wîcêhtowin (being in good 
relations), and miskâsowin (deep self-reflection, particularly in the land), 
points to which I will return later.  
Colonization has—by design—made ruptures in our relations to one 
another as Indigenous people, something I know from having experienced 
microaggressions as a Two Spirit Indigenous person with a dis/ability who 
grew up working-class/cash poor. How then do we re-cultivate these 
relationships when colonization has brought with it tenets of rugged 
individualism and isolationism so associated with the competition 
embedded in capitalism and the violent hierarchies of cis-heteropatriarchy 
and white supremacy? How do we also cultivate meaningful—and with 
that accountable—relationships to others also oppressed by these similar 
structures? While building coalitions across difference and engaging in 
critical, difficult dialogues, there are tensions. Some experience discomfort 
as they encounter power (or privilege) and grow relatedly defensive or 
guilty, in turn causing harm and microaggressions (or worse) to others. 
How then do we forge coalitions that can enact meaningful change toward 
feminist, decolonial, and anti-racist futures?  
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It is here I propose thinking of coalitions as communities of care that 
center Indigenous concepts of not merely community-building, but 
relational accountability. I use the term communities of care rather than 
coalition because the former emphasizes long-term care over the kinds of 
short-term collaboration usually present in coalitions. Both require labor. 
To provide care or, as Sefanit Habtom and Megan Scribe note, to breathe 
together, is a labor of love. It is a commitment to long-term cultivation of 
building connection and relationship with one another, an Indigenous 
praxis that remembers that “alliance is a practice of survivance”3 (Driskill 
et al. 20). Communities of care center our relational accountability to one 
another, healing from colonial harms and its related oppressions, and 
committing to navigate discomfort and give/receive feedback in order to 
grow into community with one another. In short, it embraces conflict and 
discomfort while also attends to issues of safety, an important point to 
which I now turn. 
It would be unrealistic to expect that all safety issues would be 
eliminated in communities of care because we live under anti-Black 
colonialism and sexist-racist capitalism. The world is violent to those of us 
pushed to the margins by it. Communities of care are spaces of harm 
reduction and as such are intentional spaces where participants recognize 
that we are there to build relationships with one another and importantly 
have a desire to do the work. I will not suggest that dialogue, coalitions, 
nor communities of care occur with those who desire to hold onto 
colonialism and its related ills. In short, it is futile to dialogue with our 
colonizer-oppressors; they cannot hear us while we are straining to speak 
with their boots on our necks. This is a key mechanism for reducing harm. 
Communities of care instead focus on listening to one another as peoples 
impacted by the oppressions that have been brought to these lands 
because of colonization (Byrd 126). Decolonial feminist of color scholar 
Chela Sandoval notes that we must not forget that we must hear and listen 
 
 
3 Survivance is an Indigenous term. For more, see Vizenor (Manifest Manners). 
 
THE SENECA FALLS DIALOGUES JOURNAL, v. 4 (2021) 53
  
to one another as oppressed peoples as much as—if not more so than—we 
try to scream at the pillars of power that oppress us. 
RELATIONAL ACCOUNTABILITY 
As Indigenous people, we are not ourselves alone, but rather ourselves 
only in relationship to our ancestors and lands, our families and 
communities, and to those we are responsible. This interconnection does 
not mean “we are all the same on the inside” as is so often understood in 
whitestream and race evasive4 discourse. Indigenous concepts of 
relationality imply responsibility and reciprocity (S. Wilson). Wahkotowin 
and miyo wîcêhtowin teachings demonstrate that we must attend to our 
responsibility to all those with whom we are in relation. Our relationship 
to another entity determines our responsibility to it and the reciprocity we 
can expect to share with it. Our responsibility constantly shifts depending 
on context, changes in life and land, and especially power dynamics that 
shift under colonialism. We have different relationships with the pillars of 
colonial power—colonialism, white supremacy, and cis-heteropatriarchy 
that also uphold and are upheld by capitalism, ableism, and nativist-
nationalism. We therefore have different responsibilities based on those 
relationships to power and each other under these systems. The practice 
of miskâsowin helps us identify who we are and subsequently what our 
roles are. It is a practice of education that recognizes that meaning is 
made, and knowledge exists, only in relationships (Kolopenuk; S. Wilson). 
 Because this is a relational work, let me introduce myself a bit more to 
you before we dive into some of these concepts. This is a practice our elders 
and storytellers do at the outset, so I hope they forgive this transgression 
as I write this work for not just Indigenous peoples, but broader audiences 
to include non-Native scholars and community activists. I am a Two Spirit 
 
4 I borrow the term “whitestream” from Sandy Grande who deploys it often to mean those 
that would take up Euro-centric and colonial paradigms of dominant, mainstream 
ideology. I use the term “race evasive” instead of “colorblind” because the latter can be 
ableist in that it implies that blindness is a deficit. 
 
THE SENECA FALLS DIALOGUES JOURNAL, v. 4 (2021) 54
  
Cree-Métis and Irish aayahkwew iskwew5 who, as a white-coded/white 
Native, grew up away from my ancestral lands. I have and will continue 
to spend years—a lifetime—reconnecting to these traditions and my kin 
as part of my love for community and responsibility under wahkotowin 
(natural law of kinship). As a white-Native, my physical appearance 
grants me unearned privileges (to which I must be accountable), but the 
oppression I experience as an Indigenous person is not based solely on skin 
color because our identities are both legal/political as well as racial 
(Brayboy; Grande).6  As Métis intellectual Âpihtawikosisân says, “the 
colonial state still wants us dead.” For some of us, our light skin is a direct 
result of generations of sexual and gender-based violence, a primary 
function of settler colonialism by forcing whiteness onto Native bodies in 
order to erase us under the settler logics of blood quantum (Arvin et al.; 
Deer; Simpson; Wilson and Laing).7 
My Michel First Nation community claims me and I claim them. 
Identifying my Indigeneity is a refusal to allow settler eradication of my 
people to be enacted through my light-skinned body. I am not “half white” 
and “half Native.” I am not a body of math and fractions. I am a body of 
land. I am a body made of my ancestors who braided themselves together 
into me. Those ancestors include relatives still living, land-based kin, and 
those who are in memory. I am a braid. I am Indigenous-Irish and carry 
responsibilities to leverage the power white supremacy has unjustly given 
me—usually at the expense of my darker-skinned kin—for the aims of 
Indigenous resurgence.  
I do not take these responsibilities lightly; when I do not attend to the 
needs of those with whom I am in relationship, I am ultimately also 
harming myself because again, I am not myself alone. This does not mean 
 
5 Aayahkwew iskwew are Cree language terms that situates me as a Two Spirit person 
whose gender cannot be understood in English-language epistemology. 
 
6 We are sovereign citizens/members of our nations/tribal communities and are legally 
categorized by settler governments as Native based typically on blood quantum, tribal ID 
cards, and related colonial tools to identify us that are not imposed on other minoritized 
non-white peoples in the U.S. and Canada. 
 
7 Light-skinned people do not experience more gender/sexual or other forms of violence.  
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tending to my responsibility is easy work; in fact it can make it is very 
complex. When I return to the teachings from my nation of miyo 
wîcêhtowin and miskâsowin, however, I am given tools to navigate 
discomfort that may arise when I come to understand the power and 
privileges I carry that I must work to share as well as when I encounter 
new information. I am even given tools to help understand how to ask for 
others to be reciprocal to me and to address safety issues that may arise. 
I reflect in the land under the practice of miskâsowin to better understand 
how to be in relationship with others across difference—how to be in 
communities of care. In the practice of being in right relationship with 
each other as Indigenous people and as people in communities of care, the 
trickster teachings—or trickster consciousness—rooted in Cree stories 
teach us often how to be in right relationship and how to make sense of 
our self-reflective practices in miskâsowin.  
TRICKSTERS AND TRICKSTER CONSCIOUSNESS 
Tricksters are teachers in Indigenous storytelling, pedagogy, and history. 
Anishinaabe writer and scholar Gerald Vizenor’s preeminent and heavily-
cited texts (“Trickster Discourse;” Manifest Manners) are informed by the 
collective knowledge of Indigenous communities that continue to inform 
Indigenous scholarship and thought (Nelson). They are playful, curious, 
and humorous shapeshifters endemic to many tribal nations, each with 
their own set of teachings. Because I write from my position including my 
relations as a Nehiyawak (Cree person)—the only place from which I can 
speak—I discuss largely the teachings of Wesakecahk, the Cree trickster-
shapeshifter who is neither man nor woman, but energy who can 
shapeshift into all and no genders, human and other-than-human form 
including plants and animals, water and wind, constellations and cosmos 
(A. Wilson). 
SHAPESHIFTING 
It was early morning, a few miles into one of my long, mountain hikes in 
the Adirondack region. The air was unexpectedly cold and so thick with 
fog that at elevated viewpoints, all I could feel were clouds around me. The 
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weather forecast had said it would be warm and sunny, but the air foretold 
something different. I had been working across difference with other 
communities of color and, as the only Indigenous person in the space, 
again felt the stab of loneliness and retreated to the mountains to find 
reprieve and to practice miskâsowin. It was in this space that a question 
came to me about how much the land loves us, but I also pondered to 
myself, “Who do I mean by us?”  
Does the land love us all? Light-skinned faces so often greet me when 
I hike the Adirondacks. My white-coded body has unearned freedom to 
move and that includes in natural parks and similar lands that are often 
hostile to darker-skinned people of color. Does the land miss and desire 
the company of those who have been barred from it—namely Indigenous 
people including the descendants of those Indigenous to the continent of 
Africa who were stolen and enslaved on our stolen lands? Is the land never 
angry? Does the land not have desire to resist the confines of being owned 
(even by public settler institutions like national and other municipal 
parks)?  
I did not receive outright answers, nor did I expect to. Dominant 
discursive practices like to paint Indigenous people as hyper-spiritual and 
hyper-connected to the land. It may only appear to settler logics that we 
are hyper-connected because colonial traditions do not value land as kin 
and thus view our relationship with it as solely spiritual rather than also 
epistemological and scientific (Cajete; Kimmerer; TallBear and Willey). 
Certainly spirituality can be part of our land-based connection, but I will 
not bring that tradition into the settler gaze. I share that after miles of 
grueling terrain where the fog condensed to water on my skin, I found a 
thick patch of moss on the ground in the shape of a heart (see Figure 1). It 
was so apparent—a heart for love! After I took a picture of it with my 
phone, however, I noticed the heart could easily be a rear-end in disguise. 
Perhaps it was Wesakecahk, shapeshifting from a heart (to show that the 
land loves you, if you care for it including yourself and others as part of it) 
or a rear-end to moon you if you sever these ties and label it “Other” along 
with the bodies of particular humans! 
This story of Wesakecahk’s shapeshifting is about recognizing that 
there are things that can be unknowable from one’s position, to make 
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meaning based on reflection of our relationship (and subsequent 
responsibility) to the particular entity or learning moment that shared 
with us an insight, and that—as such—multiple meanings coexist based 
on different relationships. Whitestream diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) practices espouse tenets of valuing and listening to multiple 
viewpoints. The shapeshifting of Wesakecahak is not to be confused with 
these tenets as the shapeshifting of Wesakecahk—or trickster 
consciousness—contends with the context out of which particular 
viewpoints emerge including contending with power dynamics and 
history.  
 
Fig. 1: Photo of a tuft of moss on a forest floor. 
Wesakecahk’s shapeshifting demonstrates that viewpoints come from 
our relative positions of relationship to one another and place. Feminist of 
color thought (Hesse-Biber and Piatelli; Lerum) values subjectivity as a 
place for making meaning and decenters the need to find “objective” truths 
or reality often present in whitestream and cis-male-dominated traditions, 
often asking if objectivity exists at all. As I understand from Cree 
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teachings and scholarship, there is an objective “truth” or “reality” that 
exists, but not all of it can be known to all of us because we cannot be a 
part of all the different relations that exist in our world. I cannot know all 
the teachings that emerge from all the lands and waters and systems that 
make up this planet. I cannot know all animate beings’ experiences in 
their respective position that make up their set of knowledges.  
As Cherokee Two Spirit literary scholar Daniel Heath Justice notes, it 
is only the colonialist or imperialist who demands to have access to all 
knowledge in all spaces and contexts (26). I can only know that with which 
I am in relationship and I can only know so much about a particular 
relationship depending on the depth of the efforts I put into that 
relationship. As Cree scholar Shawn Wilson notes, the more that we 
cultivate a relationship between ourselves and the entity to which we are 
in relation or about which we want to know more, “the more fully [we] can 
comprehend [the entity’s] form and the greater our understanding 
becomes” (79). Relationships are the only way we can come to know 
anything. When we allow ourselves to not know everything—expressed 
through Wesakecahk’s shapeshifting and trickster consciousness—we can 
respect that the patch of moss is a heart for some and a moon for others. 
If it is a moon for us, what do we need to do to make it a heart? Can we do 
anything at all?  
As a shapeshifter, Wesakecahk holds multiple perspectives from the 
trickster’s different embodiments. This demonstrates how knowledge and 
meaning emerge from context, relationship, and—importantly—from 
place. Because we come from different places—as humans with different 
positionalities and relationships, and from different lands that raise us—
we carry truths that emerge from these particular contexts. It would be 
ridiculous to assume that the teachings that emerge in the northern 
grasslands of the Nehiyawak (Plains Cree) would be the exact same as 
those of the Níhithawak (Woodland Cree) let alone of the Tohono O’odham 
whose teachings emerge in what are now the borderlands between the 
settler nation-states of the U.S. and Mexico. The teachings from my nation 
value buffalo, mountains and prairie, and the medicines, animals and 
constellations that make up how we survive and thrive in what are now 
the Northern Rocky Mountains and Plains. These values would be 
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relatively useless in regions of the world where buffalo, cold winters, and 
mountains and prairies are absent. It would be as ridiculous to assume 
that the truths held by Afro-Indigenous/Black-Native Two Spirit trans 
women would be the same as those held by other trans women of color who 
do not share the same relationship to settler colonialism as Indigenous 
people. 
I had the opportunity to share these teachings with participants in a 
dialogue series I developed and facilitated from September to November 
2020 that was open to Black, Indigenous, and other participants of color 
(BIPOC) who were affiliated with Syracuse University or were BIPOC 
community members in surrounding areas on Onondaga and other 
unceded Haudenosaunee territory. We were a small group that met over 
video conference due to the COVID-19 pandemic, but because land is 
central to Indigenous epistemology, trickster teachings, and relationship-
building, the land-based activities I asked participants to engage in 
between each session offered us opportunities to cultivate experiences and 
relationships with our other-than-human kin. Some of the land-based 
activities included hiking (according to each participant’s desire and skill-
level). Options also included land-based activities such as outdoor 
meditation and virtual activities such as guided visualizations, a series of 
slideshow images with a moving meditation that I created, and resources 
that contained links to National Park virtual tours. Alternative options 
such as sipping tea, eating fruit, or sitting near a window or door to take 
in the sensory experiences of the lands and other-than-human kin around 
participants were also offered. 
 In nearly each session participants would share journal reflections on 
prompts I would prepare for them beforehand. As we had spent some 
weeks getting to know one another, I prepared them for a new activity in 
which participants would share their journal reflection not in writing, but 
rather in dance or movement. I offered suggestions for different levels of 
safety and mobility to again mitigate harms, though I encouraged 
participants to consider whether or not they were uncomfortable or were 
truly unsafe engaging in the practice and asked them to consider doing it 
uncomfortable, anyway. Every participant joined in the activity. As each 
participant showcased their movement, everyone else was asked to copy-
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cat it and, when completed, we engaged in each movement together in one, 
single, flowing movement or “choreography.” 
In this process, we laughed a lot, another component of trickster 
consciousness. More importantly, however, we used the opportunity to 
discuss how the activity made us feel and lessons gleaned from it. I asked 
participants to consider what it was like to engage movement when, as 
bodies often subjected to surveillance and confinement, our movements—
like those of land owned by the state or private institutions—are often 
limited and/or controlled. Participants described feeling free and gaining 
new insights that they did not have from just their verbal/oral 
communication and/or written journals. Importantly—and as a site of 
understanding our relational accountability to one another—participants 
described what it felt like to both witness others copy their movements 
and (conversely) to embody another participant’s movement or dance 
demonstration. 
Because each body is different, we discussed the aforementioned tenets 
of trickster consciousness to help us recognize that each unique body has 
its own knowledge to share and that because those teachings come from 
that body, it would be futile to try to make them reflections of our own 
experience. Just like knowledge comes from land and place, so too is our 
body a place! We are bodies of land. As such, this dance movement activity 
represents an Indigenous paradigm that values difference and discomfort. 
Participants shared that some movements felt uncomfortable to them and 
remarked that this made sense since the movement was not one that 
emerged from their body. We discussed that this demonstrated both (a) 
that some knowledges are not for us, but we can honor and respect that 
they exist, and (b) all knowledge is only gleaned by the ongoing practice of 
building relationships and the more we build relationships—the more we 
come to know someone through the ways they safely can express 
themselves mind and body—the more we will know. This is very different 
from colonial knowledge that values knowledge as seen from a distance, a 
point that feminists of color have often critiqued. Just because all bodies 
carry knowledge does not mean that all need to be equally positioned in 
communities of care. Knowledges that emerge from dominant colonial 
paradigms naturally cannot be a part of this work because those 
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knowledges are from a non-relational, disembodied paradigm. 
Additionally, whitestream knowledge has been centered for far too long 
and to shapeshift that power dynamic, we must be willing to embrace 
knowledges that have been forced to the margins. We must be willing to 
let the trickster come out and demonstrate to us something that does not 
resonate with us, but instead produces discomfort or dissonance. In that 
site of dissonance, we can reflect on what makes us uncomfortable to 
generate knowledge about our relationship—such as unearned power with 
which we have to contend. In this activity, I asked participants to reflect 
in future journals on that discomfort. What insights did they glean? What 
responsibilities do they carry and how can they tend to them?  
The dialogue series ended with many participants spending time 
together on the land, a few co-facilitating workshops with me at academic 
and regional conferences, and everyone continuing to stay in touch. As 
some navigate life struggles, others reach out to check in, offer material 
support, and practice community care. I return then to the concept of 
communities of care as an intervention into thinking about navigating 
difficult dialogues. In this space, we did not always attend to 
microaggressions; they were few and far between. What we tended to 
instead was the cultivation of Indigenous epistemological foundations of 
relational accountability to better know one another and navigate our 
relations to one another through different practices especially and 
including the shapeshifting teachings of trickster stories and 
consciousness. Communities of care are designed to build stronger 
communities that can withstand conflicts when they arise and embrace 
them as opportunities for learning—as sites of dissonance—as well as for 
recognizing that working through conflict provided an opportunity to 
strengthen relationships with one another. They also recognize that caring 
for one another in community is a radically decolonial, feminist, and anti-
oppressive framework. 
Indigenous epistemology in building communities of care align well 
with the theory and practice-based research of Intergroup Dialogue (IGD). 
IGD is designed to understand differences and tensions, not to flatten 
them, and instead to develop relationships that can enact systemic change 
(Lopez and Zúñiga; Zúñiga et al., “Intergroup Dialogue”).  Using models 
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like storytelling (Romney, Tatum & Jones) and relationship-building 
across difference (Zúñiga et al., “Preparing”; Ford and Malaney), IGD 
research is in line with Indigenous epistemology. Sustained dialogue over 
time, such as that employed in IGD, is not a discussion (without any end 
goal or point) nor a debate (where one side “wins” an argument), but rather 
a sustained set of practices that seek to make meaning from where 
difference and tension exist. This is in alignment with Indigenous 
pedagogy that values “difference” as a source of self-reflexive curiosity 
rather than a site for flattening or responding with defensiveness, 
criticism, or co-option (Justice). It also is in line with Indigenous 
epistemology that recognizes that meaning-making only occurs by 
bridging the gaps that exist between relationships (S. Wilson). It also 
intersects well with Indigenous storytelling, which is never frivolous and 
always done with intention to impart a meaning and teaching particular 
to audience, place, and time (Iseke). I highlight the Indigenous roots of 
engaging in difficult dialogues by defining spaces of communities of care 
built around relational accountability and the shapeshifting paradigm of 
trickster consciousness—including dance and movement—to enact a 
sovereign re-turn to our epistemologies as Indigenous people. When we 
seek out the answers to build justice and navigate conflict, we need turn 
only to Indigenous tradition; the answers have been on these lands since 
time immemorial even when taken up or used in other practices without 
citation to Indigenous knowledge. 
The land (plants, waters, sky and air, animals and cosmos, etc.) is 
animate and a relative. It has a collection of memories, expressions and 
emotions, and hopes and dreams. It too has experienced the violence of 
colonization and its relationship with us as Indigenous people has been 
interrupted. The land misses us. If we ignore our relationship to the land, 
it becomes easy to misinterpret how we come to know our relationship to 
one another as human beings. When bodies of land and water are classified 
as “The Other,” it becomes much easier to classify particular bodies of 
humans as “The Other.” Dominant whitestream traditions do just that 
classifying incarcerated, trans and queer, and dis/abled Black, Indigenous, 
and Brown bodies as The Other (particularly if they do not fit nativist-
nationalist standards of a particular nation-state). Being in relationship 
THE SENECA FALLS DIALOGUES JOURNAL, v. 4 (2021) 63
  
with the land is being in a community and, when we endeavor to live in 
reciprocal relationship with it, it becomes a community of care that offers 
models for similar relationship with other humans. Because we cannot 
know all lands and all of their teachings, we have to spend time in it, 
learning what I refer to as the “land’s love language” to come to know as 
much as possible while also embracing that not all of it is for us to know. 
Trickster consciousness and relational accountability are both rooted 
firmly in building our relationships to land and place. 
In the midst of the global Covid-19 pandemic that persists and enacts 
germ warfare predominantly on Black, Indigenous, and Brown 
communities at the time of this writing, cultivating these relationships—
and ensuring land-based access—can be life-saving for many of us. It is for 
this reason that I urge those taking up this knowledge to recognize that 
that while it can benefit all (Nelson), we must first examine our 
relationship to this knowledge to ask how we can best ensure this 
knowledge centers, includes, and benefits Indigenous and other people of 
color in our efforts to not merely survive, but thrive. Of course this work 
cannot be done without citing Indigenous knowledge. More importantly 
however, this work cannot be done if it does not seek to benefit the aims of 
decolonization: presence of Indigenous people, restitution of land/land 
relationality, and affirmed sovereignty and self-determination. In short, 
the knowledges and the bodies—not just mascots and historical memory—
of actual living, breathing Indigenous people today need to be present in 
communities of care if Indigenous knowledges are employed.  
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INFLUENCING PUBLIC OPINION:  
PUBLIC RELATIONS AND THE ARREST OF 
SUSAN B. ANTHONY 
ARIEN ROZELLE 
ST. JOHN FISHER COLLEGE 
 
The Suffrage movement stands out as an early progressive cause that 
utilized an integrated approach to public relations in support of a clear 
objective. In 1872, the so-called “New Departure” political and legal 
strategy provided Susan B. Anthony with a prime opportunity to influence 
public opinion during the early dawn of “modern” public relations itself. 
This essay examines Anthony’s use of public relations strategies and tactics 
surrounding a seminal moment in Suffrage history: her arrest for voting 
illegally and attempts to situate herself as an early pioneer of activist public 
relations. 
Although often taken for granted, public relations is no 
doubt vital to facilitating social change. 
Martinelli 206 
n anticipation of the centennial of the passage of the 19th Amendment 
guaranteeing women’s right to vote, I began researching the use of 
public relations strategies and tactics among women of the suffrage 
movement. At the time, it was hard to imagine that 2020 itself would 
become a year rife with social and political activism—and all in the midst 
of a global pandemic. Our era of heightened activism has underscored the 
role of public relations in the push for social change not only now, but 
throughout history. From the Suffrage Movement to #MeToo, from the 
Civil Rights Movement to Black Lives Matter, the role of public relations 
has been vital to activist work and social movements for centuries. In 
Effective Public Relations, the authors note “efforts to communicate with 
others and to deal with the force of public opinion go back to antiquity; 
I 
THE SENECA FALLS DIALOGUES JOURNAL, v. 4 (2021) 68
  
only the tools, degree of specialization, breadth of knowledge, and 
intensity of effort are relatively new” (Broom and Sha 74). 
The term “public relations,” which today is defined as “a strategic 
communication process that builds mutually beneficial relationships 
between organizations and their publics,” wasn’t coined until about 1897 
when it began appearing in railroad literature (“About Public Relations” 
1). The more recent history of public relations is often told through stories 
in textbooks of historical figures—primarily white men like P.T. Barnum 
(of the famed circus), Ivy Lee (known for his work as a journalist) and 
Edward Bernays (the nephew of Sigmund Freud), working in a business 
context. George Westinghouse gets credited for establishing the first 
corporate public relations department for his new electric corporation in 
1889.  
Today, much of the textbook history of modern public relations still 
places an emphasis on the rise of business as a driver for the development 
of public relations and ignores a “bottom up” approach to grassroots or 
activist public relations. Yet as Miller notes, “political and social histories 
show that public relations was emerging and apparently would have 
emerged even if big business has not” (381). Beyond business, “the public 
relations function emerged when a person or organization sought to secure 
profit, recruitment, legitimacy, or to participate in the marketplace of 
ideas through agitation and advocacy” (Lamme and Russell 356).  
In Public Relations History, Myers details the various forces that 
helped to shape public relations history. From corporate perspectives to 
individual practitioners, to examinations of different time periods, Myers 
“struggled to figure out where historical ‘truth’ was” (xi). He admits that 
“… PR history is, and probably will remain, something that is difficult to 
get our heads around” (xi).  Lamme and Russell have stated that “no area 
of public relations history has been adequately researched,” and urged 
scholars to investigate four sectors: religion, education, nonprofit and 
reform, politics and government; and business (356). They noted that 
“scholars should continue investigating the ways in which public relations 
was used by people and organizations before the 20th century, locally, 
nationally, and internationally,” and “into the backgrounds of those who 
emerged as effective practitioners” (356).  
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While public relations history continues to be written, so too does the 
role of public relations in social movement scholarship. As Martinelli 
notes, 
Perhaps it is because public relations has historically been viewed 
as representative of those involved in maintaining the status quo – 
those in decision-making positions within (or on behalf of) 
organizations, corporations, and government – that it has been 
largely left out of the social movement literature, which inherently 
centers on efforts that work against established norms (219).  
Indeed, despite many nonprofit and reform organizations’ efforts to spur 
social change over time, historians have only recently begun to document 
these activities as part of public relations history. Martinelli cites recent 
work by Straughan (2007) and Lamme and Russell (2009). In 2008, 
L’Etang noted that “PR history needs to encompass individual, 
organizational and societal levels” (321). And other scholars like Dozier 
and Lauzen (2000) and Berger (2005) have called for more scholarship 
related to social activism.  
This call for research, coupled with my proximity to the home of Susan 
Brownell Anthony (Rochester, NY), the location of the 1848 Seneca Falls 
Convention (Seneca Falls, NY), and the site of Anthony’s trial for voting 
illegally (Canandaigua, NY), led me to investigate the role of public 
relations in the push for women’s right to vote. Because, as Myers notes, 
“it is evident that the emergence of public relations coincided with the 
changes going on in society – politically, economically, and socially” (xi). 
And “Although often taken for granted, public relations is no doubt vital 
to facilitating social change” (Martinelli 206). In an effort to add to the 
body of knowledge of public relations history and public relations in an 
activist context, this essay will examine a seminal moment in Suffrage 
history: Anthony’s arrest for voting illegally. By exploring the events 
leading up to and following her arrest through the lens of public relations 
scholarship, I will attempt to situate Susan B. Anthony as an early public 
relations pioneer. While suffrage movements nationally and 
internationally have been heavily researched, as Martinelli notes: “few, if 
any, have been examined collectively through the lens of public relations 
and activist scholarship” (206). 
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NEW DEPARTURE AS PR OPPORTUNITY 
Political forces have long used the strategies and tactics of public relations 
to influence public opinion. In fact, the power struggles that emerged from 
political reform movements helped usher in early developments in the 
field of public relations itself, as groups vying for dominance worked to 
earn public support (Broom and Sha 78). While more of a political and 
ideological movement than a social movement, the American Revolution 
is often cited as an early and noteworthy campaign to influence public 
opinion. Led by Samuel Adams, a public relations pioneer, revolutionaries 
understood the importance of earning public support and used a variety of 
methods to achieve it. From articles to speaking engagements, and staged 
events to symbols, Adams worked to influence public opinion, “proceeding 
always on the assumption that “the bulk of mankind are [sic] more led by 
their senses than by their reason” (Broom and Sha 75). 
Adams was very aware that “public opinion results from the march of 
events and the way these events are seen by those active in public affairs” 
(Broom and Sha 75). He also had a keen understanding of the ways that 
symbolism could sway public opinion. These factors led him to create 
events in order to meet a need. Most notably, Adams is credited with 
organizing the Boston Tea Party, which Shortman and Bloom call “the 
greatest and best-known publicity stunt of all time.”  
Perhaps taking a cue from their revolutionary predecessors, women of 
the suffrage movement spent decades using a variety of public relations 
strategies and tactics to help raise awareness, recruit, mobilize and 
legitimize their cause. From speeches to parades and everything in 
between, as the movement went on, they adapted their strategies, “relying 
on state and national conventions, parlor meetings, petitions, promotional 
stunts, and print culture” (Goodier).  
Following unsuccessful attempts to convince Congress to remove 
gender-specific language from the 14th Amendment and to prevent passage 
of the 15th Amendment, a noteworthy shift in strategy for the movement 
occurred when The National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) 
adopted the so called “New Departure” political and legal strategy. The 
New Departure interpreted the 14th Amendment to grant all naturalized 
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and native-born Americans citizenship and posited that voting was one of 
the “privileges or immunities” of citizenship. Based on this interpretation, 
suffrage organizations encouraged women to attempt to vote and if they 
were denied, file federal lawsuits. This presented not only a political 
opportunity but a public relations opportunity as well. Just as Adams 
created events made for the purpose of publicity, the New Departure 
Strategy created an opportunity for Anthony to create events that would 
create news, which could serve to influence public opinion.  
According to On Deadline: Managing Media Relations, there are eight 
common ways public relations practitioners create news, or “add value” to 
news in order to obtain the attention of the news media. They include: 
timeliness, impact, proximity, conflict, human interest, 
prominence/celebrity, novelty and currency/trend. (Howard et al. 23-25), 
Potential news stories do not need to include all news values in order to be 
newsworthy, but should include at least one – or, even better, a 
combination of a few – in order to be effective. The New Departure 
Strategy created an opportunity to utilize nearly every news value 
available. The strategy itself and the upcoming Presidential election gave 
Anthony a timely news hook on a national scale. And while the Suffrage 
Movement presented inherent and ongoing conflict in its attempt to 
change the status quo, The New Departure strategy brought a fresh 
element of conflict to the issue.  
Despite hundreds of Black and white women suffragists registering 
and voting from 1868 to 1872 in an attempt to bring the issue before the 
courts, Anthony’s celebrity allowed her to make news even though she 
wasn’t the first to vote illegally. In addition, the New Departure strategy 
created the potential for a variety human interest stories related to the 
women and men involved in the movement or impacted by it. While 
Anthony’s act of voting could have remained a local or regional story in the 
Rochester, NY market, the combination of many other news values – and 
subsequent events like her arrest and trial -- helped to propel the story to 
national news.  
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RESHAPING PUBLIC OPINION, GAINING POWER 
By 1871, a variety of factors had led to a power struggle within the 
women’s movement. From a public relations perspective, the emergence of 
Victoria Woodhull, a controversial figure and free love advocate, is notable. 
Woodhull made a spectacular rise to power in the movement and quickly 
“became an overnight star, identified by the press as “the leader of the 
party”” (Tetrault 60).  
As the media spotlight began to shift toward Woodhull, Anthony felt 
that her stature and influence within the movement was threatened. And 
while Anthony and others initially welcomed Woodhull into the 
organization, as the momentum “swung behind Woodhull and the New 
Departure, Anthony also began to feel eclipsed and rudderless: “I tell you 
I feel utterly disheartened – not that our cause is going to die or be 
defeated, but as to my place and work” (Tetrault 60).  
Following Woodhull’s advocacy of a new national political party – the 
“People’s Party,” and later the creation of the short lived “Equal Rights 
Party,” which nominated Woodhull as their 1872 candidate for President 
of the United States, Anthony had had enough. Fearing that Woodhull had 
damaged the reputation of the National Woman Suffrage Association,  
Anthony worked overtime to salvage the struggling organization, which 
she perceived as nearly destroyed: 
“There was never such a foolish muddle,” she confided to her diary, 
“all come of Mrs. S. [Stanton] consulting with & conceding to 
Woodhull -- & calling Peoples [sic] Con – instead of W.S. [woman 
suffrage] Con[vention] --” (Tetrault 64). 
Anthony continued,  
Our movement as such is so demoralized by the letting go of the 
helm of ship to Woodhull. I am thrown half off my own feet – really 
not knowing whether it is I who am gone stark mad or some other 
people (Tetrault 64). 
Then, just months later, Woodhull was involved in accusing a 
prominent minister, Henry Ward Beecher of having an affair with his best 
friend’s wife, Elizabeth Tilton. It became a salacious, headline grabbing 
sex scandal, and one that threatened to veer the movement off course 
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entirely. Woodull’s involvement in breaking the news of the affair cast a 
shadow on the suffrage movement and drastically changed the attention 
of the media. “Anthony’s fears that chaos within the movement left it open 
to misdirection, and it prompted her to seek tighter control” (Tetrault  56). 
Fearing that Woodhull posed a great threat – and that her actions could 
indelibly harm the success of the movement - Anthony seized upon the 
opportunity that the New Departure strategy presented her to earn media 
coverage and reclaim the headlines that Woodhull had been dominating.  
When the National Association urged women everywhere to vote in the 
upcoming 1872 presidential election, and “as the accusations of Beecher’s 
infidelity became public, Anthony went to the polls to cast her vote in the 
November 1872 election, and this act helped her chart a course through 
the public-relations disasters that followed Woodhull’s revelations” 
(Tetrault 66).  
SETTING THE STAGE: PRE-ARREST PUBLICITY 
In The Strategy of Social Protest, Gamson notes that “virtually every 
aspect of a challenger’s experience – recruitment efforts, organization, 
strategy, and tactics – is affected by a potential or actual media presence” 
(147). In Anthony’s attempts to repair the reputation of the movement and 
reframe the news coverage, she used every opportunity she could to earn 
media attention, beginning with voter registration. On November 1, 1872, 
when she entered a Rochester, New York, barbershop that was set up as 
a voter registration location and requested that her name be added to the 
list of voters, she set her publicity effort into motion. She was strategic 
and well prepared with what read almost as “talking points” – “time-
sensitive messages that apply to special events, sudden developments or 
crises” (Howard  et al. 53). According to accounts, “Three young registrars 
were on duty. When the workers politely declined her request to register, 
Anthony read them the 14th Amendment. She threatened to sue each poll 
worker individually. "I know I can win," she said. "I have Judge Selden as 
a lawyer" (Zahniser 29). Taken aback by Anthony's vehemence, the 
registrars accepted Anthony's registration, but avoided any blame by 
administering the required oath affirming that she was a qualified voter. 
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The election workers also registered Anthony's companions. When the 
afternoon papers reported that morning's events, three dozen more 
Rochester women registered to vote (Zahniser 29). 
According to accounts, she then acted as her own publicist and went 
directly to a newspaper office to give reporters an interview (Gordon 33). 
In doing so, Anthony gave the press not only the story, but she provided 
them with her account first, which may have helped frame her version of 
events as the accepted one, and position her, and the movement, in a 
favorable and sympathetic light.  
VOTING AS PUBLICITY STUNT 
On Election Day, November 5, 1872, Anthony and fourteen other women 
cast their ballots in the presidential race between Ulysses S. Grant and 
Horace Greeley. Anthony was by no means the first woman to attempt to 
vote. In fact, hundreds of women had attempted to vote. But, by this time, 
she was a nationally known figure with well-established relationships 
with key stakeholders – and she knew how to “make news.” “With the 
press, Anthony had the advantage. Reporters and editors liked her, and 
the spunk she displayed caught the public’s imagination” (Gordon 39). 
Anthony’s act of voting, while an act of civil disobedience in support of 
her cause, was also nothing short of a publicity stunt. The press, including 
the notoriously anti-suffrage New York Times, gave it space. And a 
Rochester paper printed letters to the editor on both sides of the issue, 
among other publications. “"Let nobody deny the influence of Susan B. 
Anthony," another paper editorialized” (Zahniser 29).  
Just a few weeks after voting, Anthony was arrested by a U.S. marshal 
and charged with voting unlawfully. She then sought out ways to 
capitalize on the attention she had earned and “used her talents to achieve 
the maximum educational value from her own arrest” (Gordon 39). 
Anthony’s fame, combined with the public’s interest in suffrage, helped 
make her impending trial newsworthy from Election Day until its 
conclusion in June 1873. This served to place Suffrage more prominently 
and frequently in the press and counter bad publicity surrounding the 
Beecher-Tilton scandal. Newspapers across the country published daily 
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reports provided by the Associated Press, reporters from Rochester 
newspapers, and the editor of Canandaigua’s weekly paper, who attended 
the trial. “By June 1873, readers of newspapers everywhere understood 
that this was the test of the claims of woman suffragists. The lawyers’ 
arguments and the judge’s ruling filled several columns of the daily 
papers” (Gordon 36). 
AN INTEGRATED APPROACH TO PUBLIC RELATIONS 
Anthony’s public relations strategies and tactics didn’t rely on publicity 
alone. Leading up to her trial, she embarked upon a speaking tour to 
twenty-nine towns and villages in Monroe County, New York, where her 
trial was originally set to take place, giving a lecture called “Is It a Crime 
for a U.S. Citizen to Vote?” Her speaking tour proved persuasive. In May 
1873, her trial was transferred from Monroe to Ontario County, because 
the U.S. Attorney sought out a new pool of jurors. Undeterred, Anthony 
set out again on a speaking tour, this time of Ontario County. Again, her 
relentless attempts at influencing public opinion stirred up controversy. 
Anthony was ultimately found guilty and sentenced to a fine of $100 
and court costs, which she refused to pay. Her conviction earned ample 
attention in the press due to the circumstances: Justice Ward Hunt 
directed the jury to find her guilty. Hunt’s unexpected directive shifted the 
framing of the story in the media as editors took sides on the legality of 
his action, rather than the decision itself.  
Denied the possibility of appeal, Anthony’s publicity efforts related 
directly to her act of voting were effectively over. But, one of the most 
fascinating and prolific public relations strategies employed by Anthony 
was in documenting the history, and crafting the narrative, of the Suffrage 
movement. Following her conviction, Anthony assembled a 200-page book 
that included indictments, trial transcripts, the judge’s ruling, the 
attorney’s’ arguments and motions and her own speech to the potential 
jurors. In April of 1874 she published An Account of the Proceedings on the 
Trial of Susan B. Anthony, on the Charge of Illegal Voting, at the 
Presidential Election in Nov., 1872, and on the Trial of Beverly W. Jones, 
Edwin T. Marsh and William B. Hall, the Inspectors of Election by Whom 
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Her Vote Was Received. A local newspaper called it “the most important 
contribution yet made to the discussion of the woman suffrage issue, from 
a legal standpoint” (Gordon 34-5). Members of Congress, who were then 
discussing her petition for remission of her fine, received copies, and 
Anthony continued to sell it and give it away for decades (Gordon 34-5). 
In addition, the six-volume account of the suffrage movement, History 
of Woman Suffrage, a work of more than 5,700 pages written over a period 
of 41 years, was published by Anthony, who then donated copies to 
libraries and gave to people of influence. This was no doubt a PR move 
meant to frame the narrative of the movement, as well as to cement 
Anthony’s legacy. By writing down the events as she saw them—including 
details of her arrest—she was able to put her version of history on paper, 
in the hopes that it would be the version told long after her death. Below 
is an excerpt from The History of Woman Suffrage, Volume II that 
addresses Anthony’s arrest, trial, and conviction, and specifically 
mentions the role of the media:  
The effect of Miss Anthony's prosecution, conviction, and sentence, 
was in many ways advantageous to the cause of freedom. Her trial 
served to awaken thought, promote discussion, and compel an 
investigation of the principles of government. The argument of 
Judge Selden, clearly proving woman's constitutional right to vote, 
published in all the leading papers, arrested the attention of legal 
minds as no popular discussions had done. 
Thus the question of the abstract rights of each individual, their 
civil and political rights under State and National Constitutions, 
were widely discussed. And when the verdict, contrary to law, was 
rendered by the Judge, and the jury dismissed without having been 
permitted to utter a word, the whole question of woman's rights 
and wrongs was brought into new prominence through this 
infringement of the sacred right of jury trial. (Anthony et al. 691) 
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CONCLUSION 
This essay makes a contribution to our understanding of the suffrage 
movement and the importance of public relations strategies and tactics in 
support of a clear objective. Today, activist groups and organizations could 
take note of Anthony’s sharp focus on an objective, keen ability to make 
news, and her ability to craft a narrative and to do so relatively quickly. 
In today’s rapidly moving media landscape, speed and agility are of 
particular importance.  
As Anthony sought out ever more creative and strategic ways to 
communicate on behalf of her organization and its publics, her arrest for 
voting illegally is merely one moment in time. Further analysis of 
Anthony’s use of public relations strategies and tactics through her 
involvement with the suffrage movement would broaden our 
understanding of the use of public relations in an early activist context. 
Additional analysis would also help to further justify and carve out a place 
for Anthony as an early public relations pioneer.   
The Suffrage movement utilized a variety of public relations strategies 
and tactics over the course of decades in support of a clear objective: 
winning women’s right to vote. “As a political process, the long struggle for 
woman suffrage was of necessity also a communication process, as both 
the proponents and opponents of suffrage sought to persuade others to 
embrace their cause” (Soukup 1). Anthony’s act of civil disobedience was a 
strategic move which functioned as a catalyst for public relations 
strategies and tactics including publicity, speaking tours and the crafting 
of the historical narrative. Her work was part of an activist approach to 
public relations during the advent of modern public relations in the United 
States.  
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This paper presents the results of an exploratory study of why and how 
professional football teams in the National Football League (NFL) use 
cheerleaders, the vast majority of whom are women. From archival press 
reports, media guides, and team website content, we examine why some 
teams choose not to use cheerleaders; and among the majority of teams that 
do use cheerleaders, the purposes for which they employ them. Based upon 
the findings, we categorize teams into two groups: (a) NFL teams that do 
not use cheerleaders but that also fail to capitalize on this potential 
competitive advantage; and (b) NFL teams that present sexually exploited 
cheer squads but that complicate public perceptions by emphasizing 
cheerleaders’ more legitimate roles (e.g., philanthropy). We conclude with 
two options for NFL teams seeking to avoid the sexual exploitation of 
women cheerleaders. We also urge cheerleaders to consider unionization.1 
he #metoo movement, which began in the United States in 2006, 
continues to enable a sea change in gender norms as it highlights 
and objects to women’s seemingly ubiquitous poor treatment and 
abuse by men in both personal and work settings (Nicolaou and Smith). 
The Black Lives Matter movement, which began in 2013 to protest the 
police killings of Black people, underscores the importance of 
intersectionality and the unique experiences of Black women and people 
of color when it comes to understanding gender-based harassment and 
 
1The authors thank the Syracuse Office of Undergraduate Research and 
Creative Engagement (SOURCE) for generous funding support for this study. 
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abuse (Gill and Rahman-Jones). These ongoing movements have 
dramatically reshaped norms and expectations in the U.S. with regards to 
the fair and equitable treatment of women. Sexist or misogynistic work 
climates and practices that may have been acceptable a few years ago, are 
now viewed as unacceptable and appalling.  
In this context, we examine the treatment of a group of women who 
have been overlooked as potential beneficiaries of these social movements: 
women cheerleaders in the National Football League (NFL). Feminist 
scholarship and advocacy devote almost no attention to this population 
(for an exception, see Gu), despite the well-documented fact that 
professional cheerleaders experience substantial gender discrimination 
and sexual exploitation. Moreover, as management scholars, we observe 
that NFL teams with cheerleaders may be headed towards a massive 
business shock as their outdated, gendered use of cheerleaders collides 
with new gender norms and fan expectations catalyzed by the #metoo 
movement. With our study, we hope to build on the important 
contributions by documentary filmmaker Yu Gu (Pearce and Williams), as 
well as popular press articles on women cheerleaders in the NFL (Epstein; 
Kahler; Rhoden; Talmadge). 
In our paper, we report an exploratory study of why and how 
professional football teams in the NFL use cheerleaders. We examine why 
some teams choose not to use cheerleaders, and among the majority of 
teams that do use cheerleaders, the purposes for which they employ them. 
Based upon our findings, we make the case that the NFL teams’ poor 
treatment of women cheerleaders puts their organizational reputations 
and future revenue streams at risk, so far do teams diverge from 
acceptable business norms at present.  
CHEERLEADING IN THE UNITED STATES 
The activity of cheerleading at sporting events has a long history in the 
United States, originating in the late 1800s at the collegiate level. From 
there cheerleading progressed from informal spectator cheers, to “yell 
leaders” in uniforms, to co-ed pep squads by the 1920s, although the 
activity remained male-dominated through the 1940s (Hanson 9-27). 
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Dance troupes and acrobatics were an alternative path to cheerleading 
participation for women during this time period and, together with cheer 
squads, they marked the beginning of cheerleading’s entertainment role 
in sport in the 1950s (Hanson 18). While cheerleading evolved over time 
to be an athletic combination of dance, tumbling, and cheering competition 
at the high school level, this is less characteristic of cheerleading at men’s 
professional sporting events (Hanson 49).  
In the U.S. sports context, the presence of cheerleaders predominates 
in professional football, although cheerleading and related forms of 
entertainment appear in other men’s professional sports as well (e.g., 
Lurie “NHL Ice Girls”). By 1970, eleven of twenty-six (42%) NFL teams 
used cheer squads (Lurie “Sordid History of Cheerleading”), and currently, 
twenty-six of thirty-two (81%) teams do (Canedo).2 In addition to the 
general diffusion of cheerleading squads across the League, a turning 
point occurred when the Dallas Cowboys replaced their collegiate-style 
cheerleaders with an all-female dance and cheer team outfitted in “risqué” 
uniforms in 1972 (Hanson 52). With this iconic turn, entertainment at 
professional football games arguably transitioned from sideline diversions 
for fans to more gendered, sexualized forms of entertainment.  
To replicate the marketing success of the Dallas Cowboys cheerleaders, 
many professional football teams began opting for all-women cheer teams 
in revealing and sexualized outfits. Today, all of the teams with 
cheerleaders employ them not only to provide game day entertainment, 
but also to extend the team brand and raise additional revenues. However, 
the strategic choice to utilize cheerleaders comes with several risks for the 
NFL team organizations: the devaluing and exploitation of women 
workers, grounds for employment disputes, and the creation of a culture 
of toxic masculinity among fans, players, and employees (Berdahl et al.; 
Pearce and Williams). The #metoo and Black Lives Matter intersectional 
movements have (justifiably) heightened these risks. 
  
 
2 Our research concluded on December 31, 2020. Subsequently, the Washington 
Football Team announced it was disbanding its cheerleading squad (Epstein). 




A firm’s business strategy is the approach that it takes to maximize 
profits and outperform competitors (Porter 1). Like other organizations, 
NFL teams either intentionally or unintentionally use specific strategies 
to achieve their objectives (Mintzberg 12-14): (1) revenue and wealth 
generation for team owners; and (2) competitive success in League play.  
NFL teams vary in their business strategies, including their 
approaches to game day entertainment and fan engagement. Most teams 
in the NFL use professional cheerleading squads as a key component of 
these approaches. Teams appear to use cheerleaders for both business and 
non-business reasons. Cheerleading squads have the potential to generate 
interest and enhance the experiences of fans watching the game at home 
or at the stadium, including those participating in tailgating activities. In 
addition, cheerleaders typically perform a number of fan engagement 
duties outside of game days. All of these efforts are intended to enhance 
brand recognition and fan commitment to the team and to translate into 
increased television viewers, and ticket and merchandise sales. However, 
there appear to be some non-business reasons for using cheerleading that 
do not so clearly benefit the interests of the NFL teams. It is a fine line 
between business- and non-business-related reasons, but we differentiate 
based upon whether cheerleaders are utilized as professionals or whether 
teams exploit them sexually in the form of “actual or attempted abuse of a 
position of vulnerability, power, or trust, for sexual purposes, including … 
profiting monetarily” (Sexual Exploitation and Abuse). With the former, 
the connection to revenue is clearer; with the latter, the connection is 
questionable.  
We examine teams with and without cheerleaders for purposes of 
identifying the various approaches that NFL teams use with regard to 
using cheerleaders. We study this issue in an exploratory manner, with 
the goal of classifying cheerleader entertainment strategies and 
identifying implications of these strategies for NFL team organizations 
and their women cheerleaders. We begin by examining teams that do not 
have cheerleaders at all, to see if their rationales are grounded in business- 
and/or value-based principles. Then we examine teams with cheerleader 
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squads to infer the degree to which the teams present and use cheerleaders 
as professional entertainers versus the degree to which teams adopt a 
more sexually exploitative tack. 
ANALYSES AND RESULTS 
Teams That Do Not Use Professional Cheerleaders 
Rationales for Not Using Cheerleaders 
Cheerleading has become a staple of American men’s professional football. 
Out of the thirty-two teams in the NFL, only six do not have cheerleaders: 
Buffalo Bills, Chicago Bears, Green Bay Packers, New York Giants, 
Cleveland Browns, and Pittsburgh Steelers. For each of these teams we 
examine why they choose not to use cheerleaders. Subsequent to 
conducting our research study, a seventh club – the Washington Football 
Team -- disbanded its cheerleading squad (Epstein). 
The Buffalo Bills have a complicated history with cheerleading. The 
Bills began with college cheerleaders, using them during the years 1960-
1965 before transitioning to the professional cheer squad “The Buffalo 
Jills,” from 1967 to 2014. The Buffalo Jills filed a lawsuit against the 
organization in 2014 after recognizing the unfair treatment which they 
endured (O'Shei; Rodak). The cheerleaders were disrespected, sexualized, 
and underpaid during their time with the Bills. In fact, every so often the 
women were required to partake in what they called “The Jiggle Test.” 
This test judged how much fat moved when they jumped, and this would 
determine who would be cheering on the field that weekend and who had 
to sit (O'Shei). On top of the emotional distress that they endured, the 
women were not paid hourly for all of their work-related duties. After the 
lawsuits were filed, Stejon Productions, the subcontractor who employed 
the Jills, stated that the reason the team closed was because they no longer 
had the funds to pay the cheerleaders minimum wage, despite the Bills 
having a $192 million dollar payroll (O'Shei; Rodak). Although the squad 
has been disbanded, its lawsuit alleging violations of the Fair Labor 
Standards Act continues. The Bills now use a primarily male drumline, 
better known as “The Stampede,” to keep fans engaged (Canedo).  
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The Chicago Bears used to have cheerleaders called the “Honey Bears,” 
but in 1985 the owners decided not to renew their contract with them 
(Bernstein). There is some evidence that the Bears are opposed to having 
cheerleaders because the owners (after George Halas) believe that the use 
of the squads is sexist and degrading towards women. Sunderbruch (qtd 
in windycitygridiron.com) conveys the following: “An official reason has 
never been given by the Bears organization, but it has been said that 
Virginia McCaskey, the daughter of George Halas, was known to think 
that cheerleaders were sexist and degrading to women and that inevitably, 
she was the one who made the final decision.” A former Honey Bears 
choreographer was told that “The Bears wanted to get back to blood and 
guts football and get rid of the fluff” (Cathy Core qtd. in Bannon and 
Rumore). 
Similar to the Bears, the Green Bay Packers team president Mark 
Murphy is not comfortable using cheerleaders due to their company 
values. He said that he has seen how other teams have profited from their 
cheerleaders through swimsuit calendars and so on and commented, "Not 
to be critical of anybody, but you look at what some of the other teams do 
with their cheerleaders and I just don't think we'd feel comfortable doing 
some of those things” (McGinn). However, the Packers did use professional 
cheerleaders at different times from 1931 through 1987 (McGinn), and 
they faced some controversy for cheerleader weight requirements, which 
included a specified allowance for 5 additional pounds for each inch of 
height (Palzewic). The team now uses collegiate squads to cheer at their 
home games (Canedo).  
The New York Giants also appear to have decided to not have 
cheerleaders due to their philosophical values and team morals regarding 
how they treat women, although it appears they had cheerleaders for a 
brief period from 1959 to the early 1960s (“Giants Attempt at 
Cheerleading” 2012). In a New York Times article, Giants co-owner John 
Mara was quoted as stating, “Each team has got to make its own decision 
on that…Some teams are comfortable with not only having cheerleaders 
but selling cheerleader swimsuit calendars or, in a couple cases, lingerie 
calendars. It’s not something you’re going to see the Giants do. Not while 
I’m around, anyway” (Rhoden). However, they do permit an unofficial 
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spirit squad, not sanctioned by the team, to interact with fans who are 
tailgating outside of the stadium. This squad is known as the Gotham City 
Cheerleaders (Canedo).  
The Cleveland Browns used a collegiate cheerleading squad 
sporadically until 1971 (Lubinger). The Cleveland Browns are unique in 
explicitly citing the cold weather as a reason to not use cheerleaders 
(Rubottom). Pat Modell, the wife of a previous Browns owner remarked, 
"We had [cheerleaders] one year. They looked crazy. It was ridiculous. It 
was so cold in Cleveland that it almost looked like they were wearing wooly 
pajamas" (Lubinger). Like the Giants, the Browns had an unofficial spirit 
squad, at least through 2013. 
Finally, the Pittsburgh Steelers used college cheerleaders from Robert 
Morris Junior College from 1961-1969 (Brookline Connection). At the time 
the Steelerettes, clad in modest attire, were considered the trend setters 
in NFL cheerleading, and they appeared to create a fun, energizing 
environment for everyone. The context for the demise of the Steelerettes 
was a confluence of factors affecting the team, including a terrible record 
and the move to a new stadium. Perhaps more directly, a trigger for this 
change was owner Art Rooney, Sr.’s disgust at a request for the 
cheerleaders to wear shorter skirts (Finder).  
In summary, of the six teams without cheerleaders, three teams have 
explicitly referenced company values and/or their respect for women as the 
reason for not utilizing cheerleaders (Chicago Bears, Green Bay Packers, 
New York Giants), and there is some evidence that this was a factor for 
the Pittsburgh Steelers as well. However, this reasoning is only rarely 
mentioned by the clubs. One team, the Cleveland Browns, refers to the 
poor weather as the reason for not using cheerleaders, although it should 
be noted that all teams not using cheerleaders experience similar weather 
at home. It is possible that some teams that simply do not replace 
disbanded cheerleading squads may also have been influenced by company 
values, the weather, or concerns about legal issues. In the case of the 
Buffalo Bills, however, cheerleader lawsuits and the resulting controversy 
appear to have directly influenced the disbanding of the squad 
(O’Shei). And in a postscript to our paper, the Washington Football Team 
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also just disbanded its squad in response to cheerleader lawsuits and 
widespread criticism of its misogynist culture (Epstein). 
Characteristics of Teams that Do Not Use Cheerleaders 
Next, we paired each of the six teams without cheerleaders with a team in 
the same geographic area to see if these comparisons yielded additional 
insights. We examined the following organizational characteristics: 
stadium type, fan engagement rank, payroll, the number of women 
executives, the number of minority executives, and team age. Table 1 
presents these pairings, results from which are reported in Appendix A. 
Table 1. Paired Comparisons of Teams Without and With Cheerleaders 
Teams Without 
Cheerleaders 
Comparable Teams With 
Cheerleaders 
Buffalo Bills New England Patriots 
Chicago Bears Indianapolis Colts 
Green Bay Packers Minnesota Vikings 
New York Giants New York Jets 
Cleveland Browns Detroit Lions 
Pittsburgh Steelers Philadelphia Eagles 
After collecting the data on each team, visually examining it, and using 
averages or counts where applicable, we found just one difference between 
the two groups: franchise age. Teams without cheerleaders were on 
average 86.2 years old, while franchises with cheerleaders were an 
average age of 72.8 years, a substantial gap of 13.4 years. From this 
finding, we infer that teams with earlier founding dates may have 
historically emphasized competitive football rather than entertainment 
and marketing of the sport, as compared to teams founded later. This 
suggests that the idea that cheerleaders are an integral part of American 
football is not necessarily true.  
There were no other clear differences between characteristics of teams 
with cheerleaders versus teams without cheerleaders. It was noteworthy 
that teams with cheerleaders seemed to have a better track record on 
hiring women and minority executives, although this could not be 
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examined statistically. On the other hand, we note that there was no 
publicly available data on additional characteristics that might have 
mattered for these two groups, such as team culture, fan culture, or the 
percentage of women fans (Cueto). In short, based upon our initial 
examination with limited data, teams look very similar with or without 
the presence of cheerleaders. We have summarized our geographic 
comparisons in a series of tables in Appendix A.  
Teams that Use Cheerleaders 
Twenty-six NFL teams utilized professional cheerleaders at the time of 
our study. We discovered that there are a few main business aspects of 
how cheerleaders are used in the NFL: on-field entertainment, off-field 
entertainment and appearances, charitable and community work, and 
revenue-generating calendars along with other content. Providing on-field 
entertainment is a primary responsibility. On game days, cheerleaders 
cheer for the players and often perform choreographed routines. They also 
provide fan engagement by interacting with the crowd and taking pictures 
with them. Cheerleaders act as a unifier between fans and team franchises 
by making people feel included and involved throughout the game in its 
entirety. Off-field entertainment and appearances are very popular 
amongst team franchises as well. Most of these appearances involve 
events outside of game day and at venues other than the stadium.  
Consistent with theories of business strategy, we expect that 
individual team organizations will vary in the purposes for which 
cheerleaders are used. To examine this question, we relied upon several 
archival sources of data: news articles pertaining to cheerleaders in the 
NFL, NFL team media guides, and cheerleader roster pictures. For 
context, we also examined the team website, including material pertaining 
to cheerleader calendars, appearances, and auditions. 
We analyzed information on six comparator teams that were in similar 
geographic regions to the teams without cheerleaders:  In addition, we 
studied the Dallas Cowboys, as the iconic influencer of other teams’ 
approaches to cheerleading squads, and the Washington Football Team 
organization, due to its recent notoriety regarding the treatment of their 
cheerleaders and sexist workplace culture (Macur). We believe that these 
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eight teams, plus the six teams without cheerleaders, represent a 
sufficient number and breadth of NFL teams for our study. 
Purposes: Entertainment, Engagement, and Philanthropy  
We examined 2020 media guides for information about the cheerleading 
squads of the eight teams identified above (National Football League).3 In 
general, teams devote few pages in these guides to the cheerleading 
squads, but we perused these pages for indications of the purposes for 
which cheerleaders were used. NFL team media guides are extensive 
documents, typically hundreds of pages long, that are produced annually 
for the media and fans.  
Of the teams we examined, Dallas seemed to most clearly envision 
their cheerleaders as a key component of their marketing and fan 
engagement activities, and its media guide had the most extensive 
coverage of their cheerleading squad, in terms of the number of pages, 
pictures, etc. (Dallas Cowboys). They present a vision for the cheer team, 
and they have at least two executives and multiple staff members 
managing the squad, all of whom were listed as regular staff members of 
the Dallas Cowboys. The New England Patriots listed their staff as well, 
and they were the only team to highlight the names of their returning 
cheerleaders, listing them as “veterans.” However, New England’s staff 
and cheer team were not included in the media guide’s regular Patriots’ 
staff directory (New England Patriots). On the other extreme, the Detroit 
Lions, New York Jets, and the Washington Football Team virtually 
ignored their cheerleading squads with the exception of brief staff 
mentions, devoting not even a page of the 300+ pages of the media guide 
to them. 
Several teams described the cheerleaders with words emphasizing 
professionalism rather than just sexualized entertainment. The New 
England Patriots’ media guide referred to cheerleaders as “entertainers” 
 
3 The National Football League presents the media guides for all thirty-two 
teams annually. For teams included in our 2020 media guide analysis for which 
we have more direct links to the 2020 media guides, we have included these 
citations in text as well. The 2020 media guides we analyzed are available by 
request from the authors. 
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and interestingly, grouped them in the section of the guide that contained 
Pat the Patriots mascot. Grouping them with the team’s mascot may 
portray them in a more positive, wholesome, family-friendly type of way. 
Yet at the same time, equivalence with the mascot may be perceived as 
invalidating their hard work and athletic abilities to a degree. In the 
Indianapolis Colts’ media guide (Indianapolis Colts), the cheerleaders are 
described as “athlete-performers” and the guide focuses on their 
athleticism, talent, and character. The Minnesota Vikings also recognize 
the cheerleaders’ talent and athleticism by referring to them as “dance 
athletes” (Minnesota Vikings). “Athlete” terminology helps reduce 
sexualization and emphasizes their entertainment contributions to the 
organization. 
Charitable philanthropic work and community outreach were heavily 
emphasized by the teams that devote space to their cheerleading squad in 
the media guides. This allows the team to promote their brand and have a 
positive effect on their surrounding community. It was noteworthy that 
most of the media guide pictures of cheerleaders featured them in modest 
workout clothing or other dress, not the sexualized game day uniforms 
featured on the NFL teams’ websites. Of the teams we examined, the 
Philadelphia Eagles seemed to feature their cheerleaders’ philanthropic 
and community service the most in terms of examples and visuals, 
including work with an autism foundation, a junior cheer clinic, and a 
charitable foundation. 
Purpose: Sexual Exploitation (Rosters, Appearances, Calendars) 
In contrast to the media guides, the cheerleader rosters on team websites 
were dominated by sexualized poses of the women cheerleaders in 
revealing outfits, including cleavage and torsos showing. Any men 
members of the cheerleading squads were pictured smiling and fully 
clothed in athleisure team garb. All rosters included a photo of individual 
cheerleaders, usually with their first names only. Appendix B provides 
internet links to the cheerleading rosters for the teams included in our 
analyses. 
The Philadelphia Eagles’ roster stood out by including professional 
pictures of their squad’s members’ “day jobs” rather than in cheer 
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uniforms. In this vein the Minnesota Vikings featured professional head 
shots of their cheerleaders, rather than a sexualized presentation. The 
Indianapolis Colts and the New York Jets cheerleader roster photos 
featured more modest uniforms that covered their chest and shoulder area 
and had a looser, slightly longer skirt. To summarize, six of the eight 
teams examined exhibited at least somewhat sexualized or sexually 
exploitative roster photos for their women cheerleaders. Figure 1 provides 
examples of the sexually exploitative versus professional approaches to 
cheerleader roster images, taken from three of the eight teams with 
cheerleaders that we studied. 
Example NFL Cheerleader 2021 Roster Photos 
 
Fig. 1. Sexualization – Professionalization Continuum of Cheerleading Rosters  
 NFL teams with cheerleaders had a number of revenue-generating 
activities dependent upon the sexual exploitation of cheerleaders. 
Probably the most emblematic of this use of cheerleaders is the annual 
cheerleader calendar. Many NFL teams host calendar release parties to 
celebrate the cheerleaders and their new calendar. The content of these 
calendars varies by organization, with some being revealing swimsuit 
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calendars in the Sports Illustrated tradition and others portraying the 
cheerleaders in a more modest or athletic manner. 
Similar to the variation of content within the calendars, the party 
atmosphere differs as well. Celebrations of the annual calendar release 
can range from a family environment to a club atmosphere. Within these 
last two business aspects, lots of non-business-related things occur. The 
charity events in which the cheerleaders participate benefit the 
community, but at the same time, these events exploit the cheerleaders. 
To raise money at the events, some organizations capitalize on the 
attraction of male fans and their obsession with these cheerleaders to 
boost revenue. This is where the business aspects blur into the side of non-
business-related intentions. Cheerleaders have been intentionally placed 
in skimpy outfits at certain events for the purpose of public attention and 
revenue generation.  
Sexual exploitation is a huge non-business aspect that is directly 
linked to the attraction of male fans. These behind-the-business aspects 
are questionable at best and unethical at worst, but vastly practiced across 
the industry. Cheerleaders themselves have spoken out publicly as well as 
through lawsuits about their pay and working conditions (e.g., O’Shei). For 
example, former Seattle Seahawk cheerleader Mhkeeba Pate described 
low pay, out-of-pocket expenses for hair styling and makeup, and rules 
about appearance, “down to lipstick shade” (Pearce and Williams 14:33). 
DISCUSSION 
NFL teams have a strategic decision to make regarding whether or not to 
use cheerleaders and if so, for what purposes. Their choice has 
implications for ticket and merchandise revenue, brand recognition, and 
the game day experiences of fans. Arguably, this decision also has 
implications for the gender mix of fans drawn to teams with cheerleaders, 
the degree to which these fans hold sexist or misogynistic views, the teams’ 
work culture, and corporate reputation (Cueto). Despite the potential 
importance of the cheerleader question, NFL teams do not appear to have 
spent much time considering whether they should continue to use 
cheerleaders and if so, how they should be deployed. The overlapping 
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#metoo and Black Lives Matter Movements have exponentially increased 
the reputational stakes of NFL teams’ choices regarding cheerleader 
entertainment and their treatment of women cheerleaders. 
We studied intensively the six teams that do not use cheerleaders 
(subsequently, Washington disbanded its team in March 2021), but we did 
not find evidence of a unified, purposeful organizational strategy among 
them. Owners or founders of three of the teams without cheerleaders 
(Chicago Bears, Green Bay Packers, and New York Giants) had each 
stated at some point that the use of cheerleaders was inconsistent with 
their organization’s values, and Green Bay may have been motivated by 
this reason as well. Additionally, our finding that teams without 
cheerleaders were substantially older than teams with cheerleaders, 
suggests that founding values matter.  
Not using cheerleaders may increase the numbers of women fans and 
create a more welcoming stadium and work environment (Cueto; Graham, 
et al.). However, none of the six teams without cheerleaders appears to 
invest resources in communicating or marketing this fact. In fact, the New 
York Giants with their unofficial cheerleading squad and the Buffalo Bills, 
with their ongoing wage theft lawsuit with former cheerleaders, would 
risk criticism for doing so. For the other four teams, however, this decision 
is somewhat puzzling given the foregone reputational benefits and the 
potentially unrealized competitive advantage of attracting women 
workers and fans. We suspect that teams without cheerleaders are 
currently utilizing more wholesome entertainment and brand extension 
initiatives that could be bolstered by a “we don’t use cheerleaders” 
message. However, either because of a lack of strategic vision, or 
nervousness about marketing this team feature, teams fail to capitalize on 
the potential undiscovered revenue and reputational benefits of not using 
cheerleaders. We characterize this approach as the “ignore the goldmine 
strategy.” 
We also intensively examined eight of the teams that use cheerleaders. 
These teams employed a variety of strategies when it comes to their 
cheerleaders; however, exploitation appears to be the norm. We found that 
all eight teams with cheerleaders presented them in a sexualized way, 
particularly in the form of game day outfits and performances, calendars, 
THE SENECA FALLS DIALOGUES JOURNAL, v. 4 (2021) 94
 
 
and some events. It appears that many NFL teams simply imitated the 
Dallas Cowboys’ and other early adopters’ use of sexy style, costumes, and 
restrictive work practices for their cheerleading squads, and that this has 
had an enduring impact on NFL teams’ approaches for their cheerleaders. 
Cheerleaders receive low pay, sometimes below the minimum wage, and 
ten of twenty-six teams with cheerleaders have been sued by them for 
wage theft or harassment (Uhler and Conlon). Cheerleaders also have a 
high degree of job insecurity, few protections from fan harassment, and 
restrictive, sexist work rules (Pearce and Williams).  
All eight teams utilized cheerleader calendars, a popular revenue 
raiser and event focus. Like cheerleader rosters, calendar photos ranged 
from more professional (e.g., Minnesota Vikings Cheerleaders in athletic 
gear) to exploitative (e.g., Washington in bathing suits and seductive 
poses). Teams sometimes used “calendar reveal” parties when a new 
calendar was created, many of which were loud, adult-party-style events, 
but some were more family-oriented. We found that in general the 
calendar and associated marketing events, as well as some cheerleader 
appearances, were among the more exploitative of the cheerleader duties. 
They were geared to the male crowd and sent a signal that women’s worth 
lies substantially in their sexual value. 
We characterize this dominant strategic approach as the “exploitation 
with decoupling strategy.” Decoupling is when an organization wishes to 
pursue two different, opposite courses of action, one more formal and 
visible, and the other an equally central organizational practice, but less 
prominently displayed (Meyer and Rowan). For example, most NFL teams 
with cheerleaders feature a professionalized, family-friendly description of 
their cheerleading squads in their official media guides, while at the same 
time featuring women cheerleaders for exploitative entertainment 
purposes via their rosters, calendars, and related videos. This strategy 
appears to work well for NFL teams with cheerleaders “to have it both 
ways”: the use of popular, women-dominated entertainers whose brands 
are indelibly associated with their respective NFL teams and exploitative 
throwback entertainment that appeals primarily to male fans, including 
harassers and misogynists. 
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We observed a variety of decoupling approaches in our study, and we 
offer two examples here. First, the Philadelphia Eagles’ roster featured 
cheerleaders in their professional “day jobs” and job titles, in contrast to 
the sexualized presentation of the cheerleaders on the field on game day. 
Second, the New England Patriots presenting a “wholesome” version of 
their cheerleaders in their media guide versus their sexualized game day 
outfits. These examples are presented in Figure 2 and Figure 3, 
respectively.  
We found that all eight teams decoupled their cheerleader initiatives 
in one form or another. Additional efforts at decoupling included enhanced 
emphases on cheerleaders’ community engagement and service, the 
professionalization of biographies of cheerleaders and their coaches, and 
the potential for career accolades. For example, each team selects one 
cheerleader to attend the NFL Pro Bowl annually, a prestigious honor. 
Another form of decoupling is teams running junior cheer camps or 
sponsoring cheer squads for children, which do not appear to clothe the 
children in sexualized attire. A number of cheerleading squads have added 
men to their rosters, possibly to dilute gender-related criticisms. However, 
women still predominate on these squads and the uniforms of men versus 
women remain quite gendered.  
Recent social justice movements such as #metoo and Black Lives 
Matter raise the question of just how much longer that NFL teams’ game-
day entertainment and fan engagement strategies will feature women 
cheerleaders in sexually exploitative ways. While NFL teams with 
cheerleaders are currently in the middle of the normative pack for the 
League, changing gender norms suggest that this may not be the case 
much longer, presenting enhanced risk to their business operations. This 
shift may be abrupt and not leave teams time to adjust gradually, a risky 
and potentially crisis-inducing situation. To this point, the Washington 
Football team, included in this study as a clear exploiter of women 
cheerleaders, suffered severe reputational damage and disbanded its 
cheer squad in 2021 (Epstein). At the same time, NFL teams without 
cheerleaders, including Washington, are in a prime position to market the 
fact that they do not have the exploitative version of cheerleaders for 
which the NFL is known.  
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Decoupling Example: Philadelphia Eagles Cheerleader 




Game Day Photo4  Roster Photo5 
Fig. 2. Example of Decoupling: Philadelphia Eagles 2021. 
Decoupling Example: New England Patriots Cheerleaders 
Sexualized Wholesome 
  
Team Photo6 Representation in Team 
Media Guide, 20207 





6 https://www.patriots.com/cheerleaders/roster/  
7 New England Patriots 484 
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Alternatives to NFL Team Exploitation of Women Cheerleaders 
NFL teams with cheerleaders employ a remarkably similar strategy when 
it comes to their use of women cheerleaders, which we have labeled 
“exploitation with decoupling.” This approach has been used for years by 
NFL teams, achieving popularity among fans, but also resulting in 
multiple cheerleader lawsuits and potential estrangement of subsets of 
fans. Gender norms have shifted dramatically, and NFL teams with 
cheerleaders are now at risk of being completely at odds with standards of 
doing business ethically and acceptably.  
One recommendation for all NFL teams, with and without 
cheerleading squads, is to develop an entertainment strategy (Kunz et al.). 
The advantages of a strategy are clear-cut (Porter 11-12): the ability to 
align your organization’s efforts towards organizational goals, and to help 
outcompete other NFL teams on business results. Of the fourteen NFL 
teams we examined in this study, it appears that only the Dallas Cowboys 
had a vision for their cheerleading squad and had integrated it throughout 
the organization’s operations. Treating the cheerleading squad as a 
sideshow or nuisance is a major missed opportunity to enhance NFL 
teams’ numbers and diversity of fans. Instead, careful strategizing about 
the organization’s entertainment portfolio and how this fits with the 
team’s overall business strategy is highly recommended. In addition to 
crafting an entertainment strategy, we offer two better alternatives to 
NFL teams with cheerleaders, discussed next. 
Reduce Exploitation or Replace Cheerleading Squads 
For game day entertainment and brand outreach, there are more 
progressive, creative options besides cheerleading squads staffed 
primarily by women in revealing outfits. In addition, while some 
cheerleading squads sport visible racial and ethnic diversity, they appear 
to be dominated by white women. As an alternative, teams could create a 
more gender and racially inclusive squad, including equal numbers of 
women and men, people of different sexual orientations, and those with 
transgender identities. The Los Angeles Rams seem to be leading the way 
in this regard (Talmadge).  
THE SENECA FALLS DIALOGUES JOURNAL, v. 4 (2021) 98
 
 
NFL cheerleading squads have at most a handful of male cheerleaders. 
Even then, the males are clothed in comfortable athleisure clothing while 
the women wear skirts and a cropped shirt exposing a majority of their 
body. Thus, a related suggestion is to have women and men on 
cheerleading squads wear the same or comparable gear and outfits. If male 
cheerleaders are able to perform while simultaneously wearing clothes 
that do not exploit their bodies, there is no reason why women cannot. 
Making cheerleading squads gender inclusive can change the narrative of 
how cheerleaders are portrayed altogether. This will appeal to more fans, 
not just a targeted audience, and will create a family-friendly atmosphere 
that everyone can enjoy. 
A related option is to utilize amateur cheer squads or other forms of 
entertainment. The Green Bay Packers utilize visiting college cheer teams 
for their home games, for example, which is how many NFL team 
cheerleading squads began. College squads tend to be less sexualized than 
NFL cheer squads (Hanson 49) and it is thought that rotating them helps 
to avoid groupies who follow or harass cheerleaders. The NY Giants skirt 
the issue by permitting an unofficial spirit squad that cheers in the 
parking lot of MetLife Stadium. While quite similar to NFL cheer squads, 
the Giants’ approach reduces the official connection between the team and 
the exploitation of women cheerleaders.  
Entertainment options focusing on a professional ability or talent have 
the potential to reduce gender exploitation, as the entertainment is less 
about appearance and more about athletics, or gymnastics or dance 
routines (Kahler). To this point, the Washington Football Team has just 
decided to replace its cheerleaders with a co-ed dance team (Epstein). The 
Dallas Cowboys, while not ready to drop their iconic cheer squad, has 
diversified its entertainment offerings, including the addition of a co-ed 
dance team called “Rhythm and Blue.” Relatedly, teams may want to take 
advantage of the tremendous amount of audiovisual, technical innovation 
involved with NFL games, including greater use of social media and 
analytics to engage fans with their entertainers in non-exploitative ways. 
  




A second option for teams looking to strategically update their approach 
to women cheerleaders and avoid a potential tsunami of gender-related 
criticism is to treat their cheerleaders as valued employees. We suggest to 
NFL teams that there is another accessible model of management at their 
disposal: worker empowerment and participation. The women on NFL 
team cheerleading squads are educated and talented, yet NFL team 
management has opted for a command-and-control style of supervision 
over a more progressive and inclusive one (McGregor; Hackman and 
Oldham). The latter would involve allowing cheerleaders’ input into some 
aspects of their jobs, including their attire and work rules; asking for their 
ideas for fulfilling the entertainment and brand strategies of the 
organization; and providing opportunities for recognition, professional 
development, and potential career paths in the organization.   
 According to the human resource management literature, this 
includes compliance with employment laws, fair pay and benefits, some 
job security, and professional and fair supervision and coaching 
(Saradakis et al). Indeed, almost all of these issues are at the heart of the 
many lawsuits filed by cheerleaders. Improving these conditions will not 
only benefit the cheerleaders, but it conveys the message that women are 
valued members of the NFL team operation rather than devalued objects 
who should be grateful for the chance to bask in the NFL glow. 
Better conditions also include the elimination of degrading contract 
terms and selection procedures (e.g., the jiggle test). For example, many 
NFL teams require that cheerleaders hold a separate full-time job or 
attend school full-time in addition to their cheer duties. In the NFL 
universe, these contract terms apply to only women-dominated NFL 
cheerleaders, and they pertain to no other jobs, even when those jobs and 
workers are part-time. Teams continue to utilize these contract clauses to 
exploit vulnerable women workers and because it is common across the 
industry. Kahler makes the case for referring to cheerleaders more 
professionally by using their first and last names, like all other 
organizational members featured in team media guides or on team 
websites.   
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The cheerleaders themselves may have to pressure NFL teams to 
adopt a more enlightened management stance, as they have begun dealing 
with lawsuits and at least one attempt to unionize (Pearce and Williams). 
The cheerleaders are permitted to act collectively and unionize according 
the National Labor Relations Act. The advantages of a union are a shift in 
power dynamics, as well as the establishment through collective 
bargaining of the basic terms and conditions of employment, which often 
include higher pay, better benefits, and less management idiosyncrasies. 
In fact, there is substantial movement in this regard after the 
transformational documentary entitled “A Woman’s Work: The NFL’s 
Cheerleader Problem” was released (Gu). The challenge is that 
unionization is not a simple process, and it is very likely that there will be 
some resistance from the teams. Nevertheless, unionization may be the 
best path to obtaining the most comprehensive work improvements for 
cheerleaders. 
CONCLUSION 
Due to seismic shifts in gender norms in the U.S., we suggest that all NFL 
teams reconsider their stance on the use of women cheerleaders, guided 
by a comprehensive entertainment strategy. Teams not using cheerleaders 
should consider this feature of their operations as a source of competitive 
advantage. Teams with cheerleaders should consider eliminating or 
adapting their current cheerleading squads. Teams that fail to do so will 
miss out on strategic advantages with corporate reputation, particularly 
among women and progressive-minded fans who are just putting up with 
the current state of affairs. More importantly, teams that fail to question 
and act to remediate this gendered form of entertainment strategy risk 
sudden and detrimental fallout from stakeholders as team organizations 
recognize too late that new norms have raised the bar for the treatment of 
women in the organization, even those who are cheerleaders.  
  




Geographic Comparators for NFL Teams with No Cheerleaders 
Buffalo Bills – 
NO CHEERLEADERS 
New England Patriots - 
CHEERLEADERS 
Open stadium Open stadium 
Fan Engagement Rank: 19 Fan Engagement Rank: 2 
Payroll (2018-2019): $192 million Payroll (2018-2019): $212 million 
Women executives 2019: 2 Women executives 2019: 3 
Minority executives 2019: 0 Minority executives 2019: 0 
Franchise Age: 60 years Franchise Age: 61 years 
  
Chicago Bears –  
NO CHEERLEADERS 
Indianapolis Colts –  
CHEERLEADERS 
Open stadium Retractable roof 
Fan Engagement Rank: 8 Fan Engagement Rank: 12 
Payroll (2018-2019): $271 million Payroll (2018-2019): $174 million 
Women executives 2019: 2 Women executives 2019: 2 
Minority executives 2019: 0 Minority executives 2019: 1 
Franchise Age: 100 years Franchise Age: 67 years 
  
Green Bay Packers –  
NO CHEERLEADERS 
Minnesota Vikings –  
CHEERLEADERS 
Open stadium Enclosed stadium 
Fan Engagement Rank: 6 Fan Engagement Rank: 24 
Payroll (2018-2019): $245 million Payroll (2018-2019): $247 million 
Women executives 2019: 2 Women executives 2019: 3 
Minority executives 2019: 0 Minority executives 2019: 2 
Franchise Age: 101 years Franchise Age: 59 years 




NY Giants –  
NO CHEERLEADERS 
NY Jets –  
CHEERLEADERS 
Same stadium (open)- MetLife Same stadium (open)- MetLife 
Fan Engagement Rank: 4 Fan Engagement Rank: 20 
Payroll (2018-2019): $226 million Payroll (2018-2019): $225 million 
Women executives 2019: 2 Women executives 2019: 1 
Minority executives 2019: 1 Minority executives 2019: 1 
Franchise Age: 95 years Franchise Age: 61 years 
  
Cleveland Browns –  
NO CHEERLEADERS 
Detroit Lions –  
CHEERLEADERS 
Open Stadium- FirstEnergy Stadium Indoor stadium- Ford Field 
Fan Engagement Rank: 27 Fan Engagement Rank: 22 
Payroll (2018-2019): $245 million Payroll (2018-2019): $195 million 
Women executives 2019: 2 Women executives 2019: 4 
Minority executives 2019: 2 Minority executives 2019: 1 
Franchise Age: 74 years Franchise Age: 90 years 
 
Pittsburgh Steelers – 
NO CHEERLEADERS 
Philadelphia Eagles - 
CHEERLEADERS 
Open Stadium- Heinz Field Open Stadium- Lincoln Financial Field 
Fan Engagement Rank: 5 Fan Engagement Rank: 3 
Payroll (2018-2019): $214 million Payroll (2018-2019): $204 million 
Women executives 2019: 0 
Minority executives 2019: 1 
Women executives 2019: 7 
Minority executives 2019: 1 
Franchise Age: 87 years Franchise Age: 87 years 
 




1. NFL Fandom Report 2019, Michael Lewis, 24 June 2019, 
https://scholarblogs.emory.edu/esma/category/fan-base-analyses/nfl-fan-rankings/. Note: 
The Fan Engagement Rank reflects a ranking of the 32 NFL teams on “which city’s fans 
are more willing to spend or follow their teams after controlling for factors like market 
size and short-term changes in winning and losing,” with low numbers indicating very 
good rankings and high ranks being relatively poor.  
2. Player Payroll in the National Football League 2019/20 Season (in million U.S. 
dollars), Christina Gough, 27 Oct. 2020,  
https://www.statista.com/statistics/240074/player-salaries-of-national-football-league-
teams/ 
3. The 2020 Racial and Gender Report Card: National Football League, Richard E. 
Lapchick, The Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sport, 2020,  
https://www.tidesport.org/nfl  
APPENDIX B 
Links to 2021 Cheerleader Roster Information on Teams in the Study 
Team Link 
Dallas Cowboys https://dallascowboyscheerleaders.com/our-team/  
Detroit Lions https://www.detroitlions.com/cheerleaders/meet-the-
squad 
Indianapolis Colts https://www.colts.com/cheerleaders/roster/ 
Minnesota Vikings https://www.vikings.com/cheerleaders/roster/ 
New England Patriots https://www.patriots.com/cheerleaders/roster/ 
New York Jets https://www.newyorkjets.com/cheerleaders/roster/  




The team disbanded its cheerleading squad in 2021. 
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The present article contributes to the growing research on women’s centers 
to extend and encourage the role of feminism in women’s center within 
higher education. We provide a brief history of feminism and women’s 
centers in higher education to illuminate the connections between previous 
research and our women’s center research on community perceptions of 
feminisms. 
his essay contributes to growing research on women’s centers in 
higher education with a specific focus on intergenerational 
community perceptions of feminism and the role of feminism in 
informing women’s center practices. We provide a brief history of feminism 
and women’s centers in higher education to illuminate the connections 
between previous research and our women’s center research on 
community perceptions of feminism across generations. Our writing draws 
from an umbrella research project that we conducted at a mid-sized, 
private research university to develop the strategic plan for their women’s 
center, which engaged an intergenerational group of university and 
community constituencies. We include six focus groups extracted from 22 
focus groups comprised of 175 participants. In this study we seek to 
answer the specific question of how one university’s women’s center 
community perceived and used feminism to inform their choices about 
individual, interpersonal, and institutional-level relationships with a 
specific focus on attitudes, behaviors, and culture regarding these 
relationships. Our findings use a gender schema (Bem 355) framework 
that focuses on attitudes, behaviors, and cultures as they relate to 
T 
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intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional relationships (Ridgway 
145). The need for and benefit of an intersectional and intergenerational 
feminist approach in women’s centers is underexamined. This research 
fills a gap in current research to date. In this way, we shed light on ways 
a diverse and intergenerational group of students, staff, faculty, alumni, 
and community members perceive the role of a campus women’s center 
and its impact on their perception of feminism in their lives.   
LITERATURE REVIEW 
The purpose of women’s centers is to remove barriers to intellectual 
growth by supporting education equity, violence prevention, and 
leadership development (Kasper 189). Women’s centers are non-
conventional spaces: spaces created outside of the traditional classroom 
environment (Iannello 70-77). Because of this, women’s centers can create 
transformative change on college campuses and in the lives of individuals 
(e.g., students, faculty, staff, and community members). Transformative 
change disrupts the norms and culture of the historical patriarchal 
institution, allowing opportunities for learning and growth (Davie 21-24). 
However, since many types of women’s centers exist, their missions focus 
on myriad initiatives and serve differing populations (e.g., college students 
compared to community members). No matter the structure, women’s 
centers are largely committed to accelerating change in the higher 
education environment (Willinger 47). For this study, we view 
intergenerational (involvement from several generations) and 
intersectional (addressing the interconnected nature of social categories) 
approaches as critical elements of activism, advocacy, and allyship in 
women’s center practices. Research has not explored the context of 
intergenerational and intersectional feminism and their impact on 
women’s centers. Therefore, the information we gained from this study 
aids us in our understanding of the essence of women’s centers and their 
critical function in higher education.  
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First Wave Feminism 
The origins of campus women’s centers sparked when women fought for 
equitable treatment and access to higher education through co-education 
in universities, including the institution that was the focus of this study. 
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, often regarded as the 
first wave of feminism, the number of women enrolling in college 
increased, and this increase impacted the development of women’s 
programs and services on college campuses. During this period, women 
won the right to vote, allowing for many women to have more voice in 
government than they ever previously had. World War I and II took many 
women outside of the household into jobs typically held by men, but after 
the wars, Americans expected most women to leave outside-of-home 
employment and return to their roles as wives and mothers (Eisenmann 
140). In the 1940s-1960s, marriage and fertility rates spiked, causing the 
‘baby boom,’ and the white American middle class was born. Enrollment 
in college increased from 27% of high school graduates in 1948 to close to 
40% in 1950 (Eisenmann 137). 
 Women-only colleges helped with the increased demand for women’s 
college education, but this also further divided women from men, making 
it harder for women to access public life and work dominated by white 
men. Despite this divide, many women’s colleges created educational and 
professional opportunities equal to those of men as single-sex colleges took 
hold in the East and co-education cropped up in the West. From 
approximately 1870 through 1920, seven high-caliber women’s colleges, 
the Seven Sisters colleges (a consortium colleges for women that included 
Mount Holyoke, Vassar, Smith, Wellesley, Bryn Mawr, Barnard, and 
Radcliffe), sprouted up in the East with the goal to provide college 
education equivalent to that of the Ivy League college education from 
which women were excluded (Chamberlain). Characteristic of this period, 
and framed as the first wave of feminism, women fought for and gained 
political and educational rights, including greater access to co-education.  
 This initial first wave of feminism is not considered as radical as its 
subsequent waves, although in its own time women’s thoughts and 
behaviors were radical (Eisenmann 133-141; Walters 41). Concepts such 
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as intersectionality, theorized by Kimberle Crenshaw (140) to recognize 
ways marginality synergizes when multiple categories of social identity 
overlap, had not been named during the period of first wave feminism. 
Similarly, negative associations of assigning specific gender roles, such as 
naming only men as providers and women as caretakers and mothers, 
were not yet prominent to most Western feminist record. The word sexist 
did not enter mainstream feminist discourse until the 1960s, and for most, 
the only way to be considered a woman was through one’s biology. 
Moreover, during the early and mid-1900s, white and middle and upper 
class women dominated feminist perspectives, leaving out voices of un-
Western women, women of color, and those of low socio-economic status 
(Perkins 265; Walters 105). 
Second Wave Feminism 
The second wave of feminism, ranging from 1965-1975, marked shifts in 
identity culture in the United States. Women’s life experiences were 
changing as the age of a woman’s first marriage, divorce rates, and birth 
control access increased, which decreased birth rates and accelerated 
participation in employment outside of the home (Chamberlain 15-34, 61-
82). However, white women’s careers and educational pursuits landed 
largely in pink collar fields of social science, education, and health, 
whereas most white men dominated white collar work in the sciences, 
politics, and business. A phenomenon still true today, women constituted 
more of the part-time workforce because of the need to balance out-of-home 
work with domestic and childcare responsibilities. Not surprisingly, these 
gendered labor stratifications meant that women earned significantly less 
than their male counterparts, which we now understand and document as 
the gender wage gap. Until the 1970s, most white women’s lives were 
structured around families and childrearing. Conversely, because of 
racism, women of color experienced many additional educational and labor 
challenges compared to their white counterparts, and until the 1970s were 
largely excluded from the dominance of white middle- and upper-class 
feminist practices (Pasque and Nicholson 7). 
 Another variable connected to second wave feminist progress and 
women’s college access is reproductive rights. Starting in the mid-1900s, 
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women’s access to birth control increased, allowing for more control over 
fertility with a say on if or when women decided to have children (Ferree 
and Hess 18; Wies 256). As women entered the 1960s and 1970s, society’s 
norms and cultural expectations of women began to shift and expand 
beyond that of marriage and motherhood (Eisenmann 134). As their 
children aged, many white and middle- and upper-class women continued 
their formal education by enrolling in college. This notion, called re-entry, 
was common prior to the mid-1970s, where women returned to college to 
further their education after an interruption in their educational 
experiences, typically from childrearing. The number of women entering—
and re-entering—higher education increased through the 1970s, and by 
1979, women became the majority of enrollment on college campuses 
(Chamberlain 61-82). 
 Lack of academic services for women, shifting political climate around 
feminist issues, and the rising college enrollment for women all 
contributed to the emergence of women’s centers as integral parts of 
college and university campuses (Chamberlain 83-106). The number of 
college campus-based women’s centers increased dramatically during the 
1970s and forward as women re-entered higher education in between their 
responsibilities of motherhood and financial contribution to their families. 
During this re-entry, colleges and universities capitalized on providing 
opportunities for “mature women to complete degrees” (Chamberlain 63). 
College programs of this period were more vocational-focused, preparing 
to launch women into the workforce as well as helping them navigate 
college itself.  Reflective of the period, birth control, childcare/childrearing, 
reproductive justice, and sexual harassment consumed the feminist 
political agenda, framing the second wave Women’s Liberation Movement 
(Bengiveno 2). Campus-based women’s centers developed to protect 
women and support their rights as well as assist them with tackling the 
challenges they faced in higher education settings and the outside world 
(Chamberlain 83-106). 
 While second wave feminism was building, the Black Womanist 
feminism movement, also known as Black Feminist Thought, was building 
steam on the tails of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Pasque and Nicholson 
7). The work to desegregate schools was an ongoing fight, even with the 
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1954 desegregation decision from Brown v. Board of Education (Thelin 
260). Black women began to describe a feminism not just based on gender 
but also race and class as well as the intersections of all three (Wheeler 
118-120). This thought of intersectionality can be considered radical for 
this period, as most white feminists conceived biological sex differences as 
the single oppressor as opposed to oppressions resulting from added layers 
and shifts in power with consideration of multiple and intersecting 
categories of sex, race, class, sexualities, and other social identities. 
Pushing back on exclusions common to white first and second wave 
feminism, The Combahee River Collective, a Black feminist lesbian 
socialist organization active in Boston from 1974 to 1980, argued that 
white feminism erased intersecting needs of Black women and especially 
Black lesbians (Combahee River Collective 15-28). 
Third Wave Feminism 
On the tails of second wave feminist movements, third wave feminism, 
beginning in 1990 through early twenty-first century, reconceptualized 
the word “feminist” with the view that folks can hold traditional or radical 
feminist views, as long as they are making their own choices (Taylor 9-28); 
some later generations of feminists criticized this definition as being too 
broad and not radical enough. However, this period was a time of 
significant growth in women’s rights as well as gains in professional and 
political power. The women of this generation were the daughters of the 
previous second wave feminist generation, and these third wave feminists 
were more likely to question power and privilege that previous generations 
of feminists had overlooked (Chamberlain 359-372). 
 During this third wave, the term intersectionality developed to explore 
the layers of oppression that women face, as interest grew on how gender, 
race, and sexual identity are shaped by and impact one’s place in society 
(Crenshaw 167). The postmodern mindset of multiple realities, roles, and 
truths became the feminist norm (Pasque and Nicholson 11; Niskodé-
Dossett et al.325-332). Greater numbers of women attended college than 
ever before, and women were earning degrees to enter the workforce to 
compete with men for jobs. Although a significant pay gap existed, 
women—largely cis, white, and middle to upper class—began to hold 
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senior-level positions that had never been accessible to previous 
generations. The number of campus women’s centers continued to increase 
with rising numbers of women enrolling in college. Bengiveno challenged 
women’s centers to question “how will women’s centers continue to be 
advocates and bring about institutional change?” while balancing what 
type of women’s center they are: service agencies, political agencies, or a 
combination of both (4). No matter the type of women’s center, one could 
not assume in this period that a radical women’s center would change 
mindsets and that institutions would conceivably follow.  
Fourth Wave Feminism 
Around 2012, the fourth wave feminism movement began with emphasis 
on the empowerment of women, use of digital media, and continued focus 
on intersectionality of identities and power relations. Compared to 
previous waves of feminism that centered on liberation, individualism, 
and social mobility, fourth wave-feminism engages in social justice efforts 
focused on the prevention of rape, assault, and harassment, coupled with 
the increase in bodily autonomy and equal pay for equal work. Fourth 
wave feminism emerged from millennials and Gen Z, who rejected many 
current feminist theoretical frameworks on power, equity, and equality as 
not representative to shifting voices and issues important to a diverse 
range of young people reaching for a new array of social and gender 
equality measures (Rivers, “Concluding Remarks” 155). 
 This new wave of feminism relies heavily on emerging social media 
platforms to share messages of equity and equality, not only advocating 
for women but also men and non-binary individuals ’rights. Through social 
media activism, concepts such as hashtag feminism campaigns have 
received national attention: specifically, the hashtag #MeToo, coined by 
Tarana Burke, facilitated a Twitter-mounted movement in fighting sexual 
abuse and harassment leading to Burke and other “Silence Breakers” 
receiving Time’s 2017 Person of the Year award (Rivers, “New Media” 
107).  
 Unique to fourth wave feminism is the disruption of binary gender and 
sex categories, which help make voices of transgender and gender-
expansive people prominent and visible within a feminist arena. Sadly, 
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not all individuals identifying as feminist support the inclusion of 
transgender people; trans-exclusionary radical feminists (TERFs), also 
known as gender critical individuals, oppose pro-trans legislation and do 
not want to include trans women in socially-marked women’s spaces, such 
as bathrooms and locker rooms. As much as we locate TERFs as part of 
fourth wave feminism, second wave cultural radical feminists—Mary Daly 
as one—theorized an essentialist, woman-only feminism true to ways that 
we name and recognize TERFs today (Tong and Botts 44-67). Tracing the 
waves of feminism through to this fourth wave is salient to ways that we 
understand the changing role and political landscape shaping the identity 
and purpose of women’s centers today.   
Feminism and Women’s Centers Today 
Presently, over 400 campus-based women’s centers exist across the United 
States, and although each women’s center has a unique approach, “…they 
generally advocate institutional and individual change to improve 
women’s position, status, and training in the academia” (Kunkel 21-22). 
Many researchers who focus on women’s centers advocate for the need for 
centers to lead the way in “…critical pedagogy, intergroup dialogue, and 
reflective practice” (Nicolazzo and Harris 1) as well as the requirement 
that centers be rooted in social justice (Sawyer and Norris 6) and act as 
the center of feminism on campus (Byrne 48-49). The modern women’s 
center must not just advocate for women as defined by one’s biological sex, 
but women’s centers must work to recognize and uplift all voices and life 
experiences (Sawyer and Norris 29-47), which includes intersectionality 
and intergenerational populations. 
 Women’s centers are looking to the future and expanding their 
missions and visions to be more inclusive (Jeffries and Boyd 359). Often 
women’s centers host events that they themselves create or co-sponsor 
with other campus centers, clubs, offices or community partners (Buckley 
and Hetherington 23; Buford 31). Jennrish and Kowalski-Braun (208) 
believe that by sharing the work of programming between two offices, 
students could learn about intersectionality of their identities. Women’s 
centers often partner with other identity centers such as ones that focus 
on LGBTQ and multicultural issues to support students ’intersecting 
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identities of race, ethnicity, and sexuality (Catalano and Jourian 41; 
Jeffries and Boyd 359). 
 Recently, some women’s centers have expanded their services and 
programming to include trans individuals and cisgender men. This 
intentional practice is aimed to be more inclusive to people who identify 
and do not identify as women (Kupo and Castellon 19; Marine et al. 43). 
By expanding services and programming to reach trans, gender expansive, 
and cisgender men as examples, women’s centers aim for more support 
from people of all genders—including those in higher education 
leadership, which is still dominated by cisgender men (Jeffries and Boyd 
359; Kupo and Castellon 19; Marine et al. 43). Also, educational 
programming on masculinity allows centers to have conversations that 
advance equity for all genders.   
 Tied to the evolution and shifting waves of feminism, the modern 
women’s center is not limited to serving the “biologically-defined" woman. 
Most advocates for women’s centers want these centers to address 
intersectionality as inclusive to multiple identities (Jeffries and Boyd 359; 
Marine et al. 43). Women’s centers emerged and exist to create a sense of 
community and togetherness on and around college campuses. With this 
creation, the physical spaces must be considered: gender-inclusive 
bathrooms, diversity represented in the artwork and literature, and 
diverse relationships with other offices on campus (Nicolazzo and Harris 
2-9). Moreover, the programs and events women’s centers host should be 
inclusive and encourage students, faculty, and staff to reflect on their own 
identities and lived experiences (Nicolazzo and Harris 2-9).  
Conceptual Framework 
This paper seeks to add to this body of knowledge by grounding our work 
in gender schema theory and utilizing community-based participatory 
research principles (CBPR) (Israel et al. 2001). CBPR enhances 
researchers' ability to understand a community’s priorities and considers 
each stage in the research process as an opportunity for inclusivity 
(Wallerstein and Duran S40-S44). Rather than come to a community 
consortium or entity with an idea, a researcher and/or team will approach 
the community and ask, “What do you want to know about X?” Data for 
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this paper comes from an umbrella listening tour, with 22 focus groups 
and 175 people. The project included students, faculty, staff, alumni, and 
community members at each step in the project: inception, design, 
institutional review processes, and dissemination of results through 
myriad local, state, and national presentations. The authorship for this 
and other papers was also inclusive of these groups. Gender schema theory 
was then used to analyze the data through a framework approach. 
 Gender schema theory asserts it is through schema that we organize 
our thoughts and experiences by creating categories and groupings based 
on similarities or differences. Bem (355) notes that gender-linked 
associations begin with the self and are intrapersonal. We construct the 
“other” as a result of how we are socialized from a young age and where 
we begin to learn to associate certain traits with our gender categorization 
and those of others. Rather than existing on a continuum, people place 
traits in one gender schema or the other (Bem 355). Bem proposed children 
self-select traits not from a wide variety of human characteristics, but from 
their own narrow gender schemas, thus “…cultural myths become self-
fulfilling prophecies” (355-356). Organizational structures and the media 
reinforce these beliefs through interpersonal relationships and 
institutional rules (Ridgeway 151). In this study, we sought to answer the 
specific question: How do our women’s center community members 
perceive feminism to inform their choices about their relationships at the 
individual, interpersonal, and institutional level with specific focus on 
their attitudes, behaviors, and culture? 
METHODOLOGY 
Sample 
For this analysis, we utilized a purposeful sample from an umbrella 
research project with 22 focus groups and 175 people collected between 
November 2012 and March 2015. We held the focus groups at a northeast 
midsized research-intensive university. We recruited students, staff, 
faculty, alumni, and community members through the women’s center 
strategic planning process by focusing on the current perception on 
feminism in the greater university community. We selected six focus 
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groups for this article, which provided an intergenerational group from the 
campus and community. Group membership ranged from 5 to 13 with a 
mean of 9.26 people (S.D. 2.9) for a total of 50 participants. Ages ranged 
from 23 to 89 with a mean of 61.54 (S.D. 17.05). See Table 1.  
Table 1. Focus Group Age Distribution 
Focus Group Minimum Maximum Mean Standard 
Deviation 
1 74 75 74.60  1.34 
2 23 31 26.86  2.96 
3 33 80 60.25 14.96 
4 47 71 62.75 9.21 
5 62 89 73.11 9.19 
6 55 78 67.23 6.00 
 The sample is comprised of almost all women (98%) with one person 
self-identifying as male. The sample was comprised of 82% white, 8% 
Black, 4% Asian, and 2% Latino or Hispanic individuals. While ethnicity 
was asked separately, some identified with Latino or Hispanic as both race 
and ethnicity. Twenty-two percent (n=11) identified as “other ethnicity” 
reflective of the high percentage of international students and faculty on 
campus. The group identified as having achieved high levels of education 
with 80% as having college or graduate degrees. College students, 10% of 
the sample, noted some college. 10% noted having a high school GED or 
some less than a high school degree. Due to small sample sizes, it is 
impossible to provide cross-group comparisons in a meaningful way. 
Data Collection 
We conducted focus groups at a time and location the participating 
organizations chose, and we provided a $5 gift card to thank participants 
for their time. Focus group participants answered a series of open-ended 
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questions on their perceptions of feminism. Prompts included, but were 
not limited to: 
∑ What does the word feminism mean to you? 
∑ Does feminism inform the decisions you make? 
∑ Does feminism play a role in your relationships? 
Prompts also included questions on the history of the center’s founding, 
historic women figures at the university, as well as questions on center 
programing. The definition of relationships was intentionally left open-
ended to allow participants to self-define the term. As a result, 
participants noted a range of relationships and conceptualizations at the 
interpersonal and systems level as they related to feminism. Our approach 
was to explore the data and not conduct a hypothesis-informed study. We 
wanted our investigation to be guided by exploring the relationships 
among or between constructs not bound to a particular investigative 
course. We were open to discovering relationships, concepts, and ideas 
about the topic that the research team may not have considered prior to 
collecting the data (Maxwell 76-78 and 124). 
Data Analysis 
A professional transcriptionist provided Word documents which our 
research team then coded and analyzed utilizing Bem’s (335) gender 
schema theory framework approach (Pope et al. 2000). A team member 
created a diagram of Bem’s (355) theory, representing the ways an 
individual’s gender is internalized and reinforced through social 
interactions (see Figure 1). The diagram illustrates the ways that 
individuals process incoming stimuli from society with their own 
attributes, according to a pre-existing schema. We employed a consensual 
qualitative research (CQR) approach (Heppner et al. 393) for data coding, 
deeming it compatible with the center’s feminist philosophy and approach 
“…in that it relies on team members using unconstrained methods of 
coming to consensus though open dialogue. The process places a value on 
researchers working together collectively as a team to construct a shared 
understanding of the phenomenon” (Wang and Heppner, as cited in 
Heppner et al. 394). Two of the authors were involved in the focus group 
facilitation and three read all the transcripts. We coded the transcripts 
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using line-by-line coding, with Figure 1 as a guide. We also utilized process 
notes to consider the room dynamics, participants’ tones in dialogue, and 
to recall disagreements between our participants. The senior author was 
an auditor, and we reached consensus to resolve coding discrepancies.  
FINDINGS 
Several themes emerged from the focus group data which we organize 
categorically as Attitudes/Intrapersonal, Behaviors/Interpersonal, 
Cultural/Institutional. These findings follow.   
Attitudes/Intrapersonal 
Consistent to the waves of feminism, one participant declared “…the word 
feminism has evolved and is continuing to evolve” (Group 5). This 
comment sums up a common thread on attitudes on feminism within and 
across the focus groups. Despite this commonality, participants’ views 
varied across groups, often reflecting the generation of feminism with 
which they were raised. For example, one participant from Group 11 
reported an essentialist view of feminist ethos as “expressing your female 
individuality” or being “feminine.” In addition, identity, particularly 
gender identity, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and nation of origin 
had an impact on participants ’feminist attitudes.  
 Several participants equated feminism with different views on 
independence. For example, some participants described independence as 
being unmarried (Group 5), owning your own home (Group 7), and raising 
daughters to make the choice to stay home or not (Group 9). A participant 
in Group 13 described feminism as being able to “hold my own.” In 
addition, participants described issues of independence as feminist issues 
that give feminism its ability to bridge or unify women. This was discussed 
from both an issue and a global perspective (Groups 7, 13). Another 
participant described feminism as a “coping mechanism” (Group 11) and a 
way of not taking a “subservient role for nothing or nobody” (Group 11). 
 One participant from Group 9 described feminism as an opportunity 
for respecting women, stating:“ I would just like to say a respect for women 
in general and for the gifts and talents and intellectual ability that we do 
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share, because I think that that was where feminism came from. In the 
beginning I believe that there was not a healthy respect for those of us who 
also can contribute to our world.” This thread of feminism as “an 
opportunity” went across all focus group participants but often 
incorporated other ways of thinking, including social justice. One 
participant from Group 5 shared, “socialist movements and various other 
movements, labor, socialist and outreach to women, so there was a kinship 
for me intellectually always in terms of social justice and in terms of 
creating opportunities for people to be all they could be.”  
 While feminism as an opportunity to respect women was prominent to 
most focus group respondents, not all participants agreed, some seeing 
feminism as white, western, and a space of privilege. For example, a 
participant from Group 13 stated, “For me feminism means a lot of 
different things and it really depends on who I'm talking to and where that 
individual is…we would hope that all those stories would bring us 
together. Unfortunately, we know some of the history hasn't always done 
that.” Women from an international background shared that many 
Eastern ways of thinking are not incorporated into feminist ideas in the 
United States. One participant shared, “I think something that…I noticed 
in United States, they fall short of what feminism is” (Group 7). Another 
participant spoke of race as too secondary to feminist attitudes stating, 
“Being a woman of color, race was for the forefront for me growing up in 
the 60s and 70s and even now when I look at well some of the issues 
feminism took us from are second to a lot of my issues” (Group 7). 
Behaviors/Interpersonal 
Tensions regarding views of feminism were even more pronounced at the 
behavioral and interpersonal level. For example, some participants 
discussed personal behaviors of language or having feminist ideals but not 
having language or behaviors to enact them. One participant particularly 
noted a lack of “sisterhood” stating it is “very disturbing to see the lack of 
support women give to other women” (Group 7). In contrast, most focus 
group participants described feminist behaviors as ones of friendship, 
sisterhood, authenticity, consciousness raising, educating, mentoring, and 
citizenship.  
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 Feminism as being authentic, unapologetic, and assertive was another 
theme that emerged from several focus group participants. For example, 
one participant declared, “Well I think it makes me more assertive so that 
I can be me to myself as a woman, and I consider the decisions I make first 
as a woman and then as within a relationship” (Group 13). This theme 
crossed over into feminism as a tool for participants to evaluate not only 
their behaviors but also their relationships with and behaviors of others. 
In particular, one participant shared that feminism has “helped me take a 
step back and … evaluate my friendship with people” (Group 6).  Another 
participant shared, “feminism … positively influenced the way that I 
handle situations, so I became more assertive, or I made a conscience effort 
to not sit back and be quiet if I felt uncomfortable” (Group 6). 
 This lens to evaluate interpersonal behaviors was tied to feminism as 
described across all focus groups. Specifically, participants shared 
examples of activities used to make people more aware of personal, social, 
political, or consciousness raising issues, noting “feminism to me was a 
new consciousness” (Group 7). Activities of creating greater awareness of 
feminism also led participants to see opportunities to educate and mentor 
others. In particular, participants in Group 5 shared that women’s history 
of social movements from suffrage to civil rights connected and inspired 
them to “acknowledge, honor, make access for other women.” Participants 
credited this with their development of citizenship, including being 
inspired to take on “public acts” (Group 6), speak to “public topics” (Group 
9), and be more oriented to be “public figures” (Group 9).  
 Feminism also inspired women to be mentors and educators. One 
participant shared that “educating young women, making sure they learn 
about where they're going and what their options are, and you have to 
start” was a passion of theirs and their way of embodying their feminist 
attitudes (Group 13). Group 9 seconded the importance of education and 
mentoring relationships across many identities and life choices, noting the 
significance of “job mentoring  for women at all different stages…so young 
women graduating from college, mothers going back into the workforce, 
people trying to step up professionally but just can't figure out how” 
(Group 6). One data gap that the researchers observed is that participants 
across all groups did not discuss the ability for feminist ethos to be put 
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into feminist practice or how advocacy or activism provides an opportunity 
to translate feminist attitudes into behavioral actions. This data gap is 
instructive for women’s center programing, a variable we examine in the 
discussion section of the paper below.   
Culture/Institutional 
Groups 5 and 13 spoke of feminism as a movement and described a large 
part of that movement as a change, not just in attitudes and behaviors, 
but in policies and institutions at the organizational level. Groups 6, 7, 
and 11 all attributed feminism to cultural and institutional advances in 
society such as rises in career satisfaction for women and a shrinking gap 
in gender pay inequity. For example, one participant notes “raising 
women's status with things like equal pay and non-discrimination” was 
one of feminism’s largest accomplishments. In addition to a broad 
statement of increased rights and access, Groups 11 and 6 noted “access to 
health care or reproductive care” as a major cultural shift due to feminism. 
Across all groups, participants noted women’s rights broadly with the 
general consensus that feminism has made enough strides to see a change 
in the cultural landscape to identify as a feminist. Even with this, Group 
6 participants discussed the paradox to claiming a feminist identity. As 
example, one participant noted, “…when I read in magazines that 
someone is in the favor of women's rights that does not want to be 
identified as a feminist, I have a tough time understanding that” (Group 
6).  
DISCUSSION 
In considering data across all focus groups, findings reveal that most 
participants conceptualized feminism as an evolution of attitudes that 
included broader gender expectations that allowed individuals greater 
independence and an opportunity to unify and bridge multiple social 
issues. Data underscores feminism as both a collectivist, universal, global 
struggle for change and as a way to cope with social injustices. Yet not all 
participants agreed upon both the humanistic nature and breadth of 
feminism’s support for intersectional justice. Tensions across attitudes 
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around feminism revealed that many participants believed feminist 
attitudes treated race as a second or third place issue to gender. This is 
confirmed by some participants’ beliefs that feminism was a dated term, 
situated in attitudes of white privilege. Related to this dated terminology, 
some participants saw feminism as a means to embrace the feminine of 
gender essentialism without recognizing the identity exclusions inherent 
to essentialist thinking.   
 Despite some tensions among focus group respondents’ feminist views 
and understanding, participants overall saw feminism as an ethos with 
opportunity to engage in broader social justice work. However, it is 
important to note tensions among participants’ feminist views, because 
they reveal how feminist attitudes do or do not lead to feminist behaviors, 
or what one participant called “the disappointment of the idea of 
sisterhood.” While many participants noted that feminism allows them to 
defy gender stereotypes, particularly those ascribed to women, they 
similarly noted that feminism allows them to be assertive and 
unapologetic, thus leading them to have more fulfilling friendships and 
careers. Some used that as an opportunity to work in community with 
others as mentors and educators for equality. Others found that 
consciousness raising is where feminism stopped, and feminist attitudes 
and language did not match feminist behaviors.  
 Cultural perceptions at both the societal and institutional levels 
revealed participants’ additional tensions about feminism’s impact on 
systems. Participants defined feminism as a movement that permits an 
authentic full life for women, focusing on women’s health, equal pay, and 
distribution of labor at work. Yet others saw feminism as an expectation 
of democratic citizenship for justice and equality embodied through a 
system of community engagement. These variations in perceptions of 
feminist attitudes and behaviors provide an instructive lens for women’s 
centers in ways that can better inform educational programing and 
institutional advocacy towards a progressive feminist ethos. We suggest 
this intergenerational and intersectional approach is helpful to consider 
when conducting women’s center strategic planning. 
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CONCLUSION 
Women’s centers are looking to the future to expand their missions and 
visions to be more inclusive (Jeffries and Boyd). In this essay, we consider 
community perceptions of feminism and the role of feminism in women’s 
centers within higher education. Drawing from a brief history of feminism 
and women’s centers in higher education and analyzing data across a 
diverse range of focus group participants, we shed light on ways an 
intersectional and intergenerational group of students, staff, faculty, 
alumni, and community members perceive the role of a campus women’s 
center as it impacts their perception of feminism in their lives. Findings 
from this research support previous research shared in this article in that 
although each women’s center has a unique approach, “…they generally 
advocate institutional and individual change to improve women’s position, 
status, and training in the academia” (Kunkel 21-22). Undoubtably, this 
includes a need for a focus on intersectionality and intergenerational 
populations with women’s centers leading the way as advocates for 
“…critical pedagogy, intergroup dialogue, and reflective practice” 
(Nicolazzo and Harris 1). If women’s centers seek to be rooted in social 
justice (Sawyer and Norris 46) and as centers for feminism on campus 
(Byrne 46) we must continue to work to recognize and uplift all voices and 
lived experiences (Sawyer and Norris 29-47).  
 As postscript to this research, we see the COVID-19 pandemic leaving 
an impact on women in its wake, a phenomenon salient to ongoing and 
future women’s center strategic planning. Women are leaving the 
workforce in droves, suffering under the burden of balancing work, 
homeschooling, and family responsibilities. It is possible that post-COVID, 
women’s centers will work within academic settings to help students 
navigate new learning demands, faculty navigate tenure clock extensions 
due to time out for carrying additional family responsibilities, and 
academic settings continue to develop diverse workforces to make 
campuses thrive.  
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